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ABSTRACT

FACTORS THAT AFFECT THE DEVELOPMENT OF WRITING
COMPETENCE IN FIFTH-GRADE STUDENTS
Ellen D. Weinstein-Blackman, Ed.D.
Department of Leadership, Educational Psychology and Foundations
Northern Illinois University, 2015
Lee Shumow, Director

This dissertation explores writing instruction in fifth-grade classrooms, focusing on the
attitudes and behaviors of student writers of differing abilities and their teachers’ activities
during written language instruction. Assessment of student writing, classroom observations,
and interviews with students and teachers showed that above-average, average, and struggling
writers have different perceptions about the skills necessary to master the writing process and
that their views differed from those of their teachers. While teachers attempted to model
composing, editing, revising, and publishing for their students, it was challenging for fifthgrade students to integrate these skills to create high-quality writing products. Writers of
different abilities spent their time differently, with greater engagement among more competent
students. Less proficient writers struggled with creating text and revising their drafts, placing
greater value on correct punctuation, spelling, and grammar.
In addition, views of good writing differed among the students and teachers in this
study. Attitudes toward writing instruction ranged from strongly positive to negative and were
dependent upon the genre, the audience, and the purpose of writing. The study also shows that
individualized teacher feedback was critical for student success and provided students with

information about the quality of their writing. Finally, results suggest the need for greater
differentiation in fifth-grade classrooms to meet the needs of diverse learners.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION
I am a sought after speaker these days. I got invited to a writer’s seminar
and for three days I got questions…
It came my time to speak at the banquet. I studied the tense, eager faces
as I approached the rostrum. “Who here wants to be a writer?” I asked.
Everyone in the room raised his hand. “Why the hell aren’t you home writing?”
I said. That ended my career in writers’ seminars. (Uris, 1970, p. 161)

Despite the words of Abraham Cady, the fictional writer in Leon Uris’s QB VII, it is a
myth that good writing cannot be taught. Good writers are not born; rather, writing is hard
work that involves use of a variety of self-regulatory strategies. “Research on writing suggests
that learners progress from naiveté to competence to expertise as a result of changes that occur
in their domain-specific knowledge, strategic knowledge and motivation” (Graham & Harris,
1997, p. 415). While Abraham Cady correctly recognized that students need frequent
opportunities to write for extended periods, research on writing has shown that leaving students
to flounder on their own does not produce competent writers. Good writing does not develop
without knowledge about writing and writing topics, skills for producing and organizing text,
and the ability to use cognitive and metacognitive strategies for meeting writing goals and
overcoming obstacles (Graham & Harris, 1997). These skills must be taught. However,
research on effective written language instruction has not translated into more positive student
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outcomes, suggesting that further study of students and their responses to written language
instruction and better communication of existing research to teachers are needed. Therefore,
this dissertation focuses on writing instruction in fifth-grade classrooms.
A 2006 publication of the National Writing Project1 begins, “The American public
wants more attention paid to writing. The American public wants writing taught in all grades
and subjects, and they want it now” (p. 2). In recent years, the quality of writing instruction has
begun to attract national attention; more than 60% of Americans currently believe that writing
should be taught across all subjects and grade levels. Many Americans now feel that “it is
realistic to expect teachers of all different subject areas to have the ability to teach writing”
(Belden Russonello & Stewart, 2005, p. 53) and have recognized that the teaching and practice
of writing are clearly inadequate in American classrooms. Writing instruction has been
shortchanged in favor of basic reading and mathematics skills, leading to poorly developed
writing skills among students in America’s high schools and colleges. However, educators,
parents, policy makers, and employers have now begun to understand the importance of writing
instruction and are beginning to recognize that placing greater emphasis on writing instruction
does not take away from other subjects.
There has been a major shift in the importance, role and prominence placed upon
writing in our nation’s schools and districts over the past three years…these changes
appear to be pervasive – impacting schools and districts regardless of size, location or
enrollment diversity. (Noeth & Kobrin, 2007, p. 9)

1

The National Writing Project (NWP) is a network of teacher-leaders at 195 university-based project sites in all
50 states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, and the U. S. Virgin Islands. NWP provides training for
experienced teachers at all grade levels and is funded by the U. S. Department of Education, private foundations,
corporations, and universities. Its goal is to improve student achievement by improving the quality of written
language instruction in the nation’s schools.
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To begin, it is necessary to recognize that “writing, properly understood, is thought on
paper. Increasingly, in the information age, it is also thought on screen, a richly elaborated,
logically connected amalgam of ideas, words, themes, images and multimedia designs” (The
National Commission on Writing in America’s Schools and Colleges2, 2003, p. 13). Learning
to write requires critical thinking, analysis, synthesis, and problem-solving skills. Good writing
is a complex process: The writer must formulate ideas, organize them, put them down on paper,
think about the content, and rework his or her writing into a form that best communicates his or
her ideas to others. A good writer does more than create personal meaning; he shares his voice
with the world.
“Reduced to its fundamentals, writing is an exercise in saying things correctly, saying
them well, and saying them in a way that makes sense” (The National Commission on Writing
for America’s Families, Schools, and Colleges, 2005, p. 27). It is critically important for
education to provide students with the tools necessary to communicate their ideas to others
because writing is crucial to success in educational and occupational pursuits. However, the
benefits of learning to write well extend far beyond the workplace. “At its best, writing has
helped transform the world. Revolutions have been started by it. Oppression has been toppled
by it. And it has enlightened the human condition” (The National Commission on Writing in
America’s Schools and Colleges, 2003, p. 10).
Writing also has an important educational benefit: helping learners gain deeper
understanding of what they know. Effective writing may be viewed as knowledge
2

The National Commission on Writing in America’s Schools and Colleges was created by the College Board, a
nonprofit membership organization that includes more than 4,300 schools and colleges. It was formed in 2002 and
was initially charged with creating a writing assessment for the SAT but expanded its agenda to create a
comprehensive writing policy for the nation that called for doubled time and resources for writing, support for
professional development, increased use of technology, and fair and authentic writing assessment.
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transformation (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987, pp. 5-6). Through reprocessing of ideas in
novel ways to create text, writers gain a sense of competence and mastery not only of the
writing process but of content material as well. Greater competence is accompanied by
improved confidence and greater belief in one’s ability to complete writing tasks successfully
(Bandura, 1989a, 1997; Pajares, 2002b). Successful writers are more willing to attempt new
and novel writing tasks, gaining greater expertise as they rise to new challenges.

Purpose of the Study
The theories of Vygotsky and Bandura suggest that the developmental trajectories of
good and poor writers differ, while research finds that many of our present educational
practices are not meeting the needs of less proficient students. Through examination of the
attitudes and behaviors of students of differing proficiencies and their teachers’ actions during
written language instruction, this study explored cognitive strategies and instructional
techniques that are used in fifth-grade classrooms. Comparisons of the behaviors of writers of
differing abilities, their attitudes toward writing activities, and identification of successful
writing strategies for each of these groups may, consequently, lead to the development of new
models of differentiated instruction. It is hoped that these models will produce improvements
in written language performance among students of all proficiencies. The number of special
education referrals for writing difficulties among students in the upper elementary grades
suggests that the written language curricula used in many school districts are not adequately
meeting the needs of many learners. Therefore, this study was aimed at uncovering strategies
with potential to change the performance of less successful writers. It began by differentiating
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among students who exceeded, met, or struggled to meet written language criteria as defined by
state and local education agencies and by the fifth-grade teachers who participated in the study.
The focus of the study was to explore qualitative differences among the behaviors of these
students during writing instruction and the attitudes toward writing expressed by these students
and their teachers.
This study also examined the ways in which written language expectations were
communicated to students. Methods used to inform students about teacher criteria and
differences in teacher feedback provided to high-performing and lower-performing students
were examined, as these factors have measurable effects on student outcomes (Beach &
Friedrich, 2006; Beck, 2006; VanDeWeghe, 2005). Differences in effort and engaged time
spent in writing activities by those judged as exceeding expectations, meeting expectations, or
struggling to meet expectations were compared. Attitudes toward writing and self-efficacy
beliefs of each group were also examined.
Current research findings suggest that the types of assistance and support that are
suitable for more competent students differ significantly from strategies appropriate for their
less proficient peers. Yet it is unclear whether differentiated assistance and supports are
actually available in elementary school classrooms. These issues affect students and teachers in
a wide variety of educational settings, although only a small sample of students and teachers
was used for this study. Therefore, student and teacher activities during writing instruction in
fifth-grade classrooms were examined, as fifth-grade students are expected to develop greater
sophistication as writers and prepare for new middle school demands as they complete assigned
writing tasks. In addition, many referrals to child-study teams within Illinois school districts
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occur among fifth-grade students because their teachers often develop concerns about their
ability to meet increasingly rigorous academic expectations. Data on the types of activities that
students and teachers were pursuing during writing instruction and on the amount of time spent
engaged in written language activities were collected through classroom observations and
participant interviews.
Interviews with students who were rated as above-average, average, and struggling
writers by their teachers were used to show how they perceived and responded to written
language instruction and to examine whether the feedback provided to these students helped or
hindered their future performance. Although the study emphasized qualitative differences
among student writers, a standardized instrument was used to assess writing competency of
each student (selected written language subtests of the Woodcock-Johnson Tests of
Achievement, Third Edition [WJ-III; Woodcock, McGrew, & Mather, 2001]) through
assessment of basic writing skills. Curriculum-based writing assessments were also used to
confirm teacher judgments and identify students’ strengths and weaknesses as writers. Themes
that emerged from interview data were used to suggest directions for development of future
written language curricula and writing interventions that would produce greater student
success.

Who Are the Stakeholders?

Through my work as a school psychologist, I have become increasingly aware that
many students who are referred to child-study teams have not developed the writing skills
necessary for completion of their daily assignments at a level that meets teacher expectations
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and is commensurate with their abilities. However, this is not only a local issue because
“children who make steady progress in learning to write are likely to find success in school
from first grade through college” (Lopez, 1998, p. 225), while those who do not make progress
will struggle throughout their educational careers. It appears that the American educational
system is doing an inadequate job of preparing students for future challenges, as recognized by
The National Commission on Writing in America’s Schools and Colleges (2003):
Despite the neglect of writing instruction, it would be false to claim that most
students cannot write. What most students cannot do is write well. At least, they
cannot write well enough to meet the demands they face in higher education and the
emerging work environment. Basic writing itself is not the issue; the problem is that
most students cannot write with the skill expected of them today. (p. 16)
Statistical evidence from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
2007 (Salahu-Din, Persky, & Miller, 2008) writing report card shows that only 24% of 12thgrade students nationally could be considered proficient writers, although 82% met basic
standards during this assessment. However, only 1% were rated as advanced writers, those
able “to produce a mature and sophisticated response within the time allowed that uses
analytical, evaluative or creative thinking” (Salahu-Din et al., 2008, p. 43).
Although a new framework was introduced for the 2011 NAEP writing assessment to
recognize the significant role that computers had assumed in the writing process, results
showed little change. Twenty-seven percent of eighth- and 12th-grade students were rated as
proficient, while 80% of eighth-grade students and 79% of 12th-grade students scored at or
above the basic level (National Center for Education Statistics, 2012, p. 1). As educators, we
must ask why 73% of high school seniors have failed to progress beyond mastery of basic
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writing skills and must be concerned about future outcomes for them. We must consider what
will become of this 73% when they enter college or seek employment.
Learning to write well is difficult and demands a commitment of both time and
resources. Opportunities to write, encouragement, and direct teaching from parents and
teachers are critical ingredients, but students must find writing personally meaningful and
useful in their daily lives if they are to value time spent learning to write effectively (Graham &
Harris, 1997; Graham, Harris, & Mason, 2005).
Within the last 15 years, human resources professionals within major American
corporations and state governments have formally recognized the importance of writing (The
National Commission on Writing for America’s Families, Schools, and Colleges, 2004, 2005).
Although respondents in the private sector reported that about two thirds of their current
employees and new hires meet company writing requirements, “corporations also express a fair
degree of dissatisfaction with the writing of recent college graduates–and also with academic
styles of writing, unsuited to workplace needs” (The National Commission on Writing for
America’s Families, Schools, and Colleges, 2004, p. 14). Consequently, more than 40% of the
private sector firms included in the 2004 report offered or required training or retraining in
writing for salaried employees who needed it, at considerable cost.
Writing skills may not be the critical factor in hiring decisions, but the inability to
communicate ideas effectively in written form affects careers in overt and subtle ways.
Individuals whose writing is judged to be poor may not be considered for positions they desire
regardless of their having other necessary qualifications. “The ability to write and express
thoughts clearly on paper is a significant equity consideration for many low-income and
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minority students, particularly for English-language learners” (The National Commission on
Writing for America’s Families, Schools, and Colleges, 2005, p. 27). This finding suggests that
high-quality writing instruction tailored to the needs of culturally diverse students must be
provided if they are to access professional employment.
The National Writing Project and its state and local counterparts have continued to
provide training opportunities for education professionals at all levels, yet there has been little
improvement in overall student performance during the past decade, as shown by comparisons
of 1998, 2002, and 2007 data presented in the NAEP 2007 writing report card (Salahu-Din et
al., 2008) and more recent 2011 results (National Center for Education Statistics, 2012).
Therefore, this study examined present instructional practices in fifth-grade classrooms and
answers the following questions: How is written language instruction being delivered? What
content is being taught, what is emphasized, and how are teachers spending their time as
students complete independent writing activities?
Clearly, some students are successful in their efforts and have developed writing skills
that exceed teacher expectations while others have not. Classroom activities during written
language instruction appear to vary among writers of differing abilities; this study also
examined how students use their instructional time. What are successful students doing during
written language instruction, and how do their activities differ from those of average writers
and struggling peers? How are student attitudes toward writing associated with these activities,
and how do students of differing abilities perceive written language instruction? What are the
characteristics of student writers of varying proficiencies, and how can research-based
methodologies be used to help students gain greater mastery of the writing process?
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Examination of the literature indicates that much of the research about effective written
language instruction has not been translated into effective classroom practice. Unfortunately,
there also has been a paucity of research on student perspectives about the writing process:
How are student attitudes toward writing associated with what is happening in their
classrooms? This study explored what students believed they were learning as they were
instructed in writing and how students created meaning from instruction provided by their
teachers. It was also necessary to examine the role of teacher feedback in shaping student
performance: What kinds of feedback are being provided to students about their writing, and
how does teacher feedback differ for writers of differing abilities? Student and teacher
perspectives were examined to identify attitudes and behaviors that distinguish successful
writers from those who are less proficient so that evidence-based interventions and instructional
supports could be developed to help all children succeed.

How Do Students Become Competent Writers?
In recent years, research on written language development has focused on both the
social and cognitive features of the writing process and the skills necessary for creating
successful written products in academic and occupational settings. The pioneering works of
Vygotsky (1962, 1978), Bandura (1977, 1989b, 1997), and Bereiter and Scardamalia (1987)
have provided theoretical grounding for researchers looking at written language development
and the creation of climates favorable for writing in classroom settings. Research completed by
Calkins and Graves (1980a, 1980b); Dyson and Freedman (1991); Englert (1992); Englert et al.
(1995); Englert, Raphael, Anderson, Anthony, and Stevens (1991); Englert, Wu, and Zhao
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(2005); Freedman (1997); Graham (1990); Graham and Harris (1989); Graham, Harris,
MacArthur, and Schwartz (1998); Graham, Harris, and Mason (2005); Graham and Sandmel
(2011); Graham, Schwartz, and MacArthur (1993); Graves (1978, 1979); S. Isaacson and
Gleason (1997); S. L. Isaacson (1992); and others have provided insight into strategies for
written language instruction likely to promote student success. However, less research has
been completed that examines students’ responses to these methodologies. Therefore, another
purpose of this study was to look at how research findings have translated into practice in fifthgrade classrooms and explore how teaching practices might be altered to produce greater
student success.
Vygotsky was among the first to recognize the social nature of literacy development
and to advance numerous ideas that have been incorporated into research about written
language. In his 1930 essay, The Prehistory of Written Language, Vygotsky attempted to trace
the development of written language, noting that writing was more than a complicated motor
skill. Instead, he viewed written language as a system of symbols and signs that, once
mastered, marked a critical turning point in the cultural development of the child. He noted
that gestures were initial visual signs that were later translated into spoken words, scribbles,
drawings, and finally, letters and words. Meanings for things arose from their ability to
function as representations of actions. For example, to a child, a stick might mean a fishing
pole. Marks on paper appear to function first as mnemonic tools–a child associates names,
phrases, or even stories with seemingly random lines or squiggles. “Children gradually
transform these undifferentiated marks. Indicatory signs and symbolizing marks and scribbles
are replaced by little figures and pictures, and these in turn give way to signs” (p. 6). As
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children develop, they further discover that written signs can represent speech; children shift
from drawing things to drawing words.
The entire secret of teaching written language is to prepare and organize this natural
transition appropriately. As soon as it is achieved, the child has mastered the principle
of written language and then it remains only to perfect this method. (p. 7)

Although Vygotsky noted that preschool children were capable of learning to read and write, he
emphasized that reading and writing needed to be meaningful, necessary, and relevant for life if
they were to become intrinsically motivating for children. Therefore, he questioned teaching
these skills to preschool children as rote exercises.
Written language originates from conversations, as noted by Bereiter and Scardamalia
(1987), although development of written language proficiency ultimately requires the student to
begin writing to an absent audience. They note that one of the most widely accepted methods
of written language instruction (Graves, 1978) was initially designed to facilitate the transition
between conversation and the written page.
Conferences between teacher and student provide a conversational means for
developing topics and plans. Children present preliminary versions of their compositions to
classmates who then follow up the topic with question-answer conversation, which helps the
writer in preparing another draft. (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987, p. 56)

Learning to write also requires the ability to compose independently, which is the
transformation of the language-production system so that it can function without the presence
of a conversational partner.
The instructional concerns center around trying to understand what is difficult about this
transformation and why. In order to make advances in teaching a subject like composition, it
isn’t enough to know what needs to be learned. One has to get to the heart of the difficulties
people have in learning it. Cognitive research must accomplish this if it is to improve
significantly on the instructional science of earlier years. (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987, p. 57)
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To further investigate writing development, these researchers designed experimental
techniques to investigate the role of executive functions in this process, which they labeled
procedural facilitation (p. 57). By having younger, less experienced writers copy the strategies
and techniques used by mature writers, they wished to facilitate writing development without
significantly changing either content or form. Several hypotheses were tested as they identified
key elements of the composing process and explored differences between the processes used by
beginning students and more mature writers. Evidence of problem-solving, use of feedback,
and self-reports of cognitive change (reports of changes in thinking or changes in views of
writing) were reported as more mature composing strategies developed. As students developed
the ability to use self-regulation, their approaches to writing changed as well. “Gaining insight
into the cognitive processes of writing is seen as especially important as a basis for changing
from knowledge telling to knowledge transforming” (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987, p. 320).
These researchers viewed writing as a way of processing and developing knowledge.
Consequently, teachers were seen as facilitators, helping students to establish personally
meaningful writing goals by developing more effective cognitive strategies. This study extends
Bereiter and Scardamalia’s work by exploring some of the strategies selected by successful
student writers and contrasting these strategies with strategies selected by their less successful
peers.
Study of the transmission of knowledge from experts to novices is not unique to
research on writing and was described earlier by Vygotsky (1962, 1978). His description of a
“zone of proximal development” (ZPD) suggests how knowledge might be shared among
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learners and was defined as “the distance between the actual development level as determined
by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through
problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky,
1978, p. 86). Tharp and Gallimore (1988) recognized that the ZPD could be used to describe
development of a wide variety of skills by contrasting independent performance with those
tasks that could be completed with assistance from adults or peers. Consequently, they
suggested a new definition of teaching, stating that “teaching consists in assisting performance
through the ZPD. Teaching can be said to occur when assistance is offered at points in the
ZPD at which performance requires assistance” (p. 31). Tudge and Scrimsher (2003) noted that
the ZPD was created through collaboration and suggested that it was a gradual transformation
of mental structures within the learner resulting from social interaction. “The teacher, working
with the school child on a given question, explains, informs, inquires, corrects, and forces the
child himself to explain” (Tudge & Scrimsher, 2003, p. 213). However, present outcome data
suggest that this process may not be occurring successfully for many struggling writers;
therefore, this study also examined where this process is breaking down.
Tharp and Gallimore (1988) also emphasized that the transition from assisted
performance to unassisted performance was a gradual process and divided passage through the
ZPD into four stages, each requiring increased self-regulation and internalization of social cues
provided by more capable individuals. Students begin at a stage in which performance is
assisted by those more capable who provide outside regulation of a task by modeling or
providing directions. The researchers noted that the student may initially have only limited
understanding of the task and may not understand how individual activities relate to the desired
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outcome; through conversation, the student learns about the task and about how it may be
completed. More specific feedback about the task may then be provided through questioning
or cognitive structuring using a technique known as scaffolding. New goals may emerge as the
student and teacher work co-operatively to achieve the desired outcome through ongoing
performance assessment. Control of the task shifts from teacher to student as the student
begins structuring the task independently and asking for assistance as needed. Although this is
a gradual process, “the task of Stage I is accomplished when the responsibility for tailoring the
assistance, tailoring the transfer, and performing the task itself has been effectively handed over
to the learner” (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988, p. 36).
Stage II begins once the student has learned to perform a task independently; this is a
stage where the self assists performance. Instead of following verbal directions provided by
others, the learner now uses his or her own verbalizations to direct activity. Self-directed
speech allows the learner to assume greater control and guide the activity; Tharp and Gallimore
(1988) noted that self-directed speech continues throughout one’s lifespan. However, evidence
of self-directed speech disappears once a task has been fully mastered, marking passage into
Stage III. At this point, the learner has passed out of the ZPD and has become adept at the task,
no longer requiring assistance either from self or others. Stage III performance is automatic
and marks the emergence of a new developmental level. However, formerly mastered tasks
may become de-automatized due to changes in the environment or within the self; in such
cases, the individual must retreat back into the ZPD, entering Stage IV, which is a return to an
earlier level of development. Self-directed speech, recalling a teacher’s words, or seeking
assistance from others during this stage may help restore task mastery. Individuals may be at
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different stages for different tasks, and passage into and out of the ZPD recurs as new
challenges are presented. Tharp and Gallimore (1988, p. 39) therefore noted that one mark of
excellent teaching is the willingness of the teacher to repeat earlier lessons, helping students
move through the ZPD to task mastery.
The development of written language skills appears to follow paths described by
Vygotsky, Bereiter and Scardamalia, Tharp and Gallimore, and those who have followed them.
Researchers working within this field have proposed models for written language instruction
based on facilitation through modeling, feedback, and cognitive structuring (for example, the
self-regulated strategy development [SRSD] approach suggested and refined by Graham and
his colleagues); however, it remains unclear precisely which skills must be internalized to
produce competent performance in written language and whether these skills differ among
individuals and environments. Despite exhaustive research on strategies for teaching written
language, there is a need for further investigation of the learning process. This study also
examined whether methods commonly observed in fifth-grade classrooms are teaching
necessary skills in the best way possible given the cultural diversity of American students.
Research presented by Graves (1978, 1979), Graham and his colleagues (Graham, 1990;
Graham & Harris, 1989, 1993, 2005a, 2005b; Graham et al., 1998), S. Isaacson and Gleason
(1997), S. L. Isaacson (1992), Englert and her colleagues (Englert, 1992; Englert et al., 1991,
1995, 2005), and others provides insight into the identification and refinement of the discrete
tasks that must be mastered to achieve proficiency in written language and describes the
scaffolding procedures that may assist writers as they develop skills in composition. However,
it is clear from outcome data (e.g., NAEP, 1998, 2002, 2007, 2011) that the one-size-fits-all
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(lock-step) approach to teaching writing dictated by state and local curricular guidelines and the
failure to provide appropriate supports for individual students have produced writing casualties.
In addition to the need for revamped instruction in written language mechanics
(punctuation, spelling, and grammar) and organizational strategies (such as planning and
revision), the amount of time presently devoted to writing instruction in America’s classrooms
is clearly inadequate to provide the social interaction necessary to nurture writing development.
Research also suggests that many students do not feel competent to meet the writing
requirements of their curricula (Pajares, Johnson, & Usher, 2007) and that the feedback they
receive from their instructors cannot fully substitute for ongoing support during the writing
process.
Student attitudes toward writing are also critical and develop through social interaction
as well. The works of Bandura (1977, 1997) and those who have followed him, such as
Graham et al. (1993), Bruning and Horn (2000), and Pajares (1996, 2002b), highlight another
facet of development that is equally important in determining written language success. The
concept of self-efficacy as a determinant of coping behaviors has been extensively investigated
by Bandura (1977, 1989a, 1989b, 1997) and may be defined as the conviction that one can
successfully execute behaviors necessary to produce desired outcomes. Self-efficacy develops
as children realize that their actions produce unique consequences and that they can make
events occur. Social interactions with family members who respond to young children’s
communications and environments that provide freedom of movement and opportunities for
exploration build personal efficacy. Later, peer interactions and experiences in school settings
provide children with information about their social and academic competence.
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As children acquire new knowledge and master cognitive challenges, they develop a
growing sense of intellectual self-efficacy that affects academic performance in several ways.
Self-efficacy beliefs help determine the choices students make, how much effort they will
expend on an activity, how long they will persevere when faced with obstacles, and how
resilient they will be when challenges arise. The amount of stress and anxiety students
experience is also affected by their self-efficacy beliefs (Bandura, 1997; Pajares, 2002a,
2002b), and a strong relationship between self-efficacy and the choice of self-regulated
learning strategies used in classroom settings has also been established (Bandura, 1997):
“Students who believe they are capable of performing academic tasks use more cognitive and
metacognitive strategies, and regardless of their previous achievement or ability, work harder,
persist longer, and persevere in the face of adversity” (Pajares, 2002a, p. 117).
Perseverance often leads to greater academic accomplishment because students with
strong self-efficacy beliefs are likely to persist in their efforts even when their performance
does not meet personal expectations. In contrast, students who lack confidence in their abilities
give up more quickly and may abandon their attempts before reaching their academic goals.
Consequently, self-efficacy beliefs affect the amount of time struggling writers are willing to
invest in improving their performance. Self-efficacy beliefs, in turn, affect the self-regulatory
strategies selected in school settings and are an important determinant of academic success.
Additional social factors such as peer modeling of skills, social comparisons with the
performance of other students, use of motivational strategies and incentives in classroom
settings, and ongoing assessment of student performance by teachers in ways that reflect
favorably or unfavorably on their abilities affect children’s academic self-efficacy beliefs. The
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role of the teacher is critical because teachers create the self-beliefs that can positively or
negatively affect student performance:
Successful efficacy builders do more than convey positive appraisals. In addition to
raising people’s beliefs in their [own] capabilities, they [builders] structure mastery
tasks for them [people] in ways that bring success and avoid placing them prematurely
in situations where they are likely to fail. (Bandura, 1989a, p. 734)
It is likely that the rapid pace of instruction and the increasing number of expectations
placed on students as they move through the elementary grades in the district studied have
contributed to the difficulties experienced by the struggling writers in this study. These
students require additional time for practice of basic writing skills and have been moved ahead
without adequate preparation. Consequently, they have been asked to complete tasks for which
they are ill-prepared, resulting in ongoing difficulties with assigned writing tasks in their fifthgrade classrooms.

Research Questions
As part of this study, characteristics of student writers, their teachers, their classrooms
and their writing curricula, and the interactions among these variables were examined to
determine which factors contributed to the effectiveness of written language instruction. Four
research questions were addressed during this study, which were conceptualized as follows:
1. Classroom activities of writers of differing abilities
Clearly, some students are successful in their efforts and have developed writing skills
that exceed teacher expectations, while others have not. Classroom observations and student
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reports show that students use writing time in a variety of ways: What are above-average
students doing during written language instruction, and how do their activities differ from those
of their average and struggling peers?
2. Instruction
How is written language instruction being delivered, what material is being taught, and
how are teachers spending their time as students complete independent writing activities? How
do students perceive the writing activities they are asked to complete in their classrooms, and
how does writing skill contribute to student perception?
3. Teacher feedback
What kinds of feedback are being provided to students about their writing? How does
teacher feedback differ for writers of differing abilities?
4. Attitudes
How are the attitudes of successful, average, and struggling writers associated with
classroom expectations? And finally, how does the writing curriculum and increased use of
technology affect student attitudes, engaged time, and student outcomes?

Operational Definitions
Although many of the terms used in the pages that follow may be familiar to readers, it
is necessary to define how these are used in the context of this study.
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Attitudes toward writing: Attitudes toward writing refer to all feelings, opinions, or
beliefs that students or teachers in this study express about delivery of writing instruction,
content of writing lessons, or their skills as writers during informal conversations and
structured interviews. Positive and negative comments are included.
Feedback: Feedback is a tool for providing students with ongoing assessment of their
writing products. This may include verbal information provided by teachers as they examine
student compositions during writing time, written comments on student papers, or electronic
comments provided through online editing. Feedback most often addresses writing mechanics,
sentence structure, word choice, and organization. Other students also may provide feedback
during collaborative writing activities such as peer editing.
Writing instruction: Writing instruction is a formal component of language arts
curricula during which students are taught to produce texts for a variety of audiences and
purposes. Instruction includes large- and small group teacher-led activities and independent
student time for composition, revision, editing, and sharing of writing products. Genre studies
(studies of different forms of writing such as folktales, personal narratives, informational texts,
fiction, fantasy, poetry, or realistic fiction) and instruction in written language mechanics
(punctuation, spelling, and grammar) are included.
Successful writers: Successful (above-average) writers are those students who
consistently exceed writing expectations in their general education classrooms when compared
to peers. They are able to demonstrate mastery of the writing process and can create effective
responses to assigned topics and genres. Their ideas are presented clearly and are logically
organized, their sentences are varied, and word choice is appropriate for the audience, topic,
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and purpose of the assignment. Their assignments contain few errors in grammar, usage, and
mechanics, allowing them to communicate clearly with their audience.
Average writers: Average writers are those students who are able to meet classroom
writing expectations but do not often exceed them. They demonstrate some understanding of
the writing process and generally present ideas that are relevant to the topic assigned; however,
their organization, variation in sentence structure, word choice, and writing strategies are less
developed than those of more successful peers. Their grammar, usage, and mechanics are
mostly correct, but some errors may interfere with their ability to communicate clearly to the
reader.
Struggling writers: Struggling writers are students who are unable to demonstrate
writing skills at a level commensurate with most classmates and who do not consistently meet
the requirements of assignments included in their writing curriculum. It is difficult for these
students to create responses that are relevant to assigned topics, and their work may not address
the purpose or audience assigned. Organization, grammar, usage, and mechanics are below
teacher expectancy as well and may interfere with clear communication of ideas. Few
supporting details appear in their writing products.

CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

Writing is a difficult trade which must be learned slowly by reading great authors;
by trying at the outset to imitate them; by daring then to be original; by
destroying one’s first productions
(Maurois, 1963).

The process of creating written documents in classroom environments has been
studied extensively during the past 3 decades (Cotton, 1998; Dyson & Freedman, 1991;
Graham & Perin, 2007a, 2007b; Hillocks, 1987; Nystrand, 2006; Smagorinsky, 2006).
Considerable emphasis has been placed on the methods of teaching written composition
to students and the content of instruction in this area, although it is important to note that
much of the research in writing is “descriptive, anecdotal, or otherwise questionable as
the basis for making broad generalizations about effective writing instruction” (Stein,
Dixon, & Isaacson, 1994, p. 395). However, federal legislation (No Child Left Behind,
2002), reports by The National Commission on Writing (2003, 2004, 2005), and results
of NAEP (National Center for Education Statistics, 2012; Salahu-Din et al., 2008)
showing that just over one student in five can write at levels required by colleges or
prospective employers have increased awareness of the role of effective writing among
American educators and the general public.
Concern with the quality of student writing has been a perennial feature of the
American educational landscape. What has changed are assumptions about its
uses and importance both within and outside the classroom as well as what
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educators have learned about teaching it. (National Writing Project & Nagin,
2003, p. 1)

Researchers investigating the acquisition of literacy skills and writing competence
have adopted varying perspectives. Turner and Paris (1995) and Fisher and Hiebert
(1999) have described classroom climates that offer opportunities for students to
construct meaning during writing activities, while Mather and her colleagues have
examined the compositions of students with learning disabilities and have provided
exhaustive analysis of their errors (Gregg & Mather, 2002; Mather & Roberts, 1995).
Others have focused on difficulties in writing mechanics that impede the writing process
and create obstacles that prevent students from meeting teacher expectations across
school curricula (Baker, Gersten, & Graham, 2003; Graham, 1990; Graham & Harris,
1989; S. Isaacson & Gleason, 1997). More recent studies have emphasized strategy
instruction and the ability of writers to meet specific product goals (Graham & Harris,
2005a, 2005b; Harris, Graham, & Mason, 2006). The current study examined the
interaction between classroom instruction and production of content-area writing pieces
by student writers of varying proficiencies, as more recent research (Graham & Harris,
2005a, 2005b; Graham & Perin, 2007b) suggests that no single instructional methodology
can adequately meet the needs of all students. Isolating and defining the needs of student
writers, identifying the practices of good and poor writers, and finding appropriate
classroom strategies to meet diverse student needs were the central issues addressed by
this study.
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Changing Views of Writing Instruction
Although teachers can easily construct rubrics that define “good” writing and
would agree that good writing should reflect the writing skills and content knowledge
appropriate to students’ grade levels, methods of ensuring that students produce highquality writing products are not nearly as clear. Dissatisfaction with student writing has
resulted in a reassessment of the purposes of writing, and a movement toward processoriented writing and authentic writing tasks:
Modern writing instruction in the United States recognizes that students need to
write clearly and for a wide variety of real-life purposes. Thus, flexibility is now
perhaps the most prized goal of writing instruction because the fully proficient
writer can adapt to different contexts, formats and purposes for writing. (Graham
& Perin, 2007b, p. 22)

Much of the research completed during the 1990s focused on development of
instructional models for teaching written language to regular education students and their
peers with learning disabilities (Dahl & Farnan, 1998; Englert, 1992; Englert et al., 1991;
S. L. Isaacson, 1992). With the arrival of computers in elementary and secondary school
classrooms, other researchers investigated potential uses of technology to improve
written language instruction (Englert et al., 2005; MacArthur, 1996; Outhred, 1989;
Zhang, 2000). Current research also recognizes that writing is situated in specific
sociocultural, historical, political, disciplinary, institutional, and everyday contexts, each
having its domain-specific requirements (Nystrand, 2006). Therefore, instruction that
emphasizes certain forms of writing over others, or stresses correct grammar and spelling
while sacrificing the expression of ideas, does not adequately prepare beginning writers
for the increasingly complex challenges that lie ahead.
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What Are the Goals of Writing Instruction?

Although new Common Core State Standards for Reading/Language Arts
(Common Core; Illinois State Board of Education, 2014) have replaced the learning goals
in place at the outset of this study, a former standard, State Goal 3 of The Illinois
Learning Standards for English Language Arts (Illinois Learning Standards; Illinois State
Board of Education, 1997) stated that students would write to communicate for a variety
of purposes, suggesting that the importance of flexibility as a goal of writing instruction
had been recognized on the state level as well. Expectations for students in early
elementary grades, late elementary grades, and middle/junior high school were formerly
delineated in the Illinois Learning Standards; students are expected to (a) use correct
punctuation, spelling, grammar, capitalization, and structure; (b) compose well-organized
and coherent writing for specific purposes and audiences; and (c) communicate ideas in
writing to accomplish a variety of purposes. As students progressed from early
elementary school through middle school, it was expected that they would become more
skillful as writers. For example, early elementary students were expected to “write for a
variety of purposes including description, information, explanation, persuasion and
narration” (Standard 3.C.1a), while middle school students would “compose narrative,
informative and persuasive writings (e.g., in addition to previous writings, literature,
reviews, instructions, news articles, correspondence) for a specified audience” (Standard
3.C.3a). Older students were expected to “communicate information and ideas in
narrative, informative and persuasive writing with clarity and effectiveness in a variety of
written forms using appropriate traditional and/or electronic formats; adapt content,
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vocabulary, voice and tone to the audience, purpose and situation” (Standard 3.C.5a).
These standards suggested that organization, coherence, and the ability to adapt writing to
a variety of contexts and purposes were valued at all grade levels. Although the newer
Common Core emphasize the role of writing in building readiness for college and
careers, they clearly stated that a key purpose of writing is to communicate clearly to an
external audience and adapt the form and content of writing to accomplish a particular
task and purpose (Standard 5.1). Therefore, student writing samples, observations, and
interview data obtained during this study were evaluated to determine whether these
expectations were effectively communicated to students and whether students had been
reinforced for behaviors consistent with state and local writing standards.
On a local level, the 1997 Illinois Learning Standards were adapted for students in
the elementary (K-8) school district that was studied in this research and were
individualized for many districts throughout the state in the years between 1998 and
2010. However, introduction of the new Common Core (Illinois State Board of
Education, 2014) produced changes in writing objectives, although fifth-grade students
were still expected to produce opinion pieces, informative/explanatory, and narrative
texts; prepare research papers; and write routinely over extended time frames using
“organizational structures in which ideas are logically grouped to support the writer’s
purpose” (Standard 5.1). District curriculum guides set goals for instruction in language
arts (reading, writing, speaking, and listening), and it was expected that fifth-grade
students would be able to write for meaningful purposes; write for specific audiences;
present ideas clearly; include elaboration, details, facts, and/or reasons that supported the
main idea; use a variety of sentence types; and use an authentic voice. In addition, they
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would write with vivid word choice; organize their writing with a logical structure;
provide transitions to connect ideas; critically analyze their writing and that of others;
notice aspects of the writer’s craft in texts and apply knowledge to their own writing;
reread, rethink, and revise their own writing for clarity; edit writing for correct
conventions; and use conventional spelling in writing (School district fifth-grade
curriculum guide, 2009-2010). Writing experiences included whole group, small group,
and independent learning activities, including write aloud, shared writing, guided writing,
and independent writing through a variety of written language assignments and
journaling. However, students were not expected to acquire these skills without explicit
instruction. Therefore, the present study also examined the instructional methods used in
the classrooms selected for this study and how teachers prepared their students to meet
district, state, and national writing goals.

Historical Approaches to Writing Instruction

Historically, instruction in written language emphasized the final product of
writing, with form and correctness as primary concerns (Cotton, 1998; Parson, 1985).
Students’ grades were based on adherence to directions and the correct use of written
language mechanics (such as punctuation, spelling, and grammar), with less emphasis on
creativity and communication of ideas (Cotton, 1998; Mather & Roberts, 1995).
However, analysis of the effects of traditional grammar instruction has shown that this
type of teaching is unlikely to improve the quality of students' writing (Graham & Perin,
2007b). Furthermore, traditional approaches to written language instruction were often
ineffective in producing competent writers because they neglected the thought processes
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necessary to produce the final product. Understanding of these processes is vitally
important (as suggested by Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987); consequently, the present
study focused on the ongoing process of writing instruction in fifth-grade classrooms
from student and teacher perspectives.
Bandura’s model of triadic reciprocal determinism (1989b) suggests that
cognitive, biological, and internal events, in combination with events in the external
environment, affect the behavior that may be observed in classroom settings. In turn,
these behaviors interact reciprocally with cognitive structures and external events to
produce changes in learning conditions. Teacher modeling in challenging environments
that encourage students to construct meaning promotes development of competence and
allows students to take control of their learning, increasing their motivation for literacy
(Turner & Paris, 1995). Therefore, teacher modeling in fifth-grade classrooms was also
observed during this study.
Within the social cognitive perspective, social factors play an influential
role in cognitive development and there are many motivators of the pursuit
of competence….Those who figure prominently in children’s lives serve
as indispensable sources of knowledge that contribute to what and how
children think about different matters….Guided instruction and modeling
that effectively conveys abstract rules of reasoning promote cognitive
development in children. (Bandura, 1989b, p. 9)

Although Bandura (1989b), Turner and Paris (1995), and Fisher and Hiebert
(1999) stressed the importance of the writing process, the challenge for teachers is
finding an appropriate balance between open and closed writing tasks (for example,
instruction in sentence structure, spelling, or grammar in which there is only one correct
solution). Mastery of written language mechanics and clear communication are
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interdependent; teachers often throw up their hands in frustration when good ideas
become lost in grammatical missteps:
If beginning writers are never given the opportunity to do anything but spell or do
punctuation worksheets, they will never become competent authors. Similarly, if
beginning writers are taught the process without also learning to spell or
punctuate, they will be limited in their ability to communicate with others. (S. L.
Isaacson, 1992, p. 175)

Despite some research showing that grammar instruction directly related to
students’ writing can enhance writing achievement (Sealey, 1987), other researchers have
shown that instruction in written language conventions does not automatically transfer to
students’ compositions (Saddler & Graham, 2005). Meta-analysis of studies of grammar
instruction suggests that teaching of the parts of speech and structure of sentences may
negatively affect the quality of student writing for writers of all abilities, while
alternatives such as instruction in sentence-combining are more effective in improving
student outcomes (Graham & Perin, 2007b). However, Graham (1990, 1999) and others
have determined that explicit training may be needed to ensure that students apply the
skills they have learned in isolation to classroom writing assignments.
Explicit training in written language may be implemented through techniques
such as strategy instruction, writing workshops, and activities such as writing centers
within classrooms. Home writing programs and education of students in print-rich
environments also have been shown to improve writing skills of elementary students
(Large, Maholovich, Hopkins, Rhein, & Zwolinski, 1997). Classroom interventions such
as the addition of drills in editing skills (through techniques such as Daily Oral
Language), focused writing questions, and the combination of free writing and
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formalized structured writing throughout the curriculum also have proven useful in
improving elementary students’ performance on written language tasks as measured by
teachers' observations and evaluations, student surveys, and student writing samples
obtained before and after systematic implementation of these measures (Boersma, Dye,
Hartmann, Herbert, & Walsh, 1997).
More recent studies and meta-analyses of written language instruction (Graham,
Bollinger, et al., 2012; Graham, McKeown, Kiuhara, & Harris, 2012; Graham & Perin,
2007a, 2007b; Harris & Graham, 2013; Mason, Harris, & Graham, 2011; Zumbrunn &
Krause, 2012) have identified classroom conditions that are associated with improved
writing proficiency in fourth- to 12th-grade students. Evidence from these studies has
been used to identify a series of elements and instructional strategies that positively affect
student performance; many of these elements are incorporated into the writing program
used in the fifth-grade classrooms observed during the present study.
A meta-analysis of 142 studies of students in Grades 4 through 12 completed in
2007 (Graham & Perin, 2007b) shows that 11 practices included in current writing
instruction were most effective for improving the writing of adolescent students:
instruction in writing strategies, teaching summarization techniques, collaborative writing
with peers, assignment of specific product goals, use of word processing, teaching of
sentence combining to improve writing sophistication, prewriting, inquiry activities, a
process writing approach, study of models, and writing for content learning. However,
the authors cautioned that instruction in these techniques alone could not be considered to
comprise a complete writing curriculum, although combinations of these elements were
shown to improve the writing products of adolescent students.
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Studies included in Graham and Perin’s meta-analysis (2007b) suggest that
writing performance improves when the teaching of grammar and written language
conventions is integrated with instruction in the writing process. While classroom
instruction may emphasize certain types of writing over others, Graham and Perin
(2007a, 2007b) noted that good writers can draw on a variety of skills and strategies
when presented with writing tasks and that they can apply these strategies flexibly to
achieve their writing goals. Students in the primary grades are often asked to write
stories or descriptions of personal experiences. As students move from elementary
school to middle school, narrative writing is often replaced by expository writing. These
assignments require students to report, analyze, or summarize factual information or
express opinions supported by available evidence.
Elementary students begin by mastering skills and processes such as handwriting
and spelling. They move on to content-area vocabulary and conventions of grammar and
word usage and learn to use strategies such as planning, evaluating, and revising text.
Once they have been taught these skills, the purpose of writing changes. In middle and
high school, writing becomes a tool to broaden and deepen students’ understanding of
new subject matter; consequently, students begin writing to learn. However, content-area
writing provides students with additional opportunities to expand their vocabulary skills,
broaden their knowledge of the writing process, and practice writing techniques.
Additional insight into the goals of written language instruction is offered in a
2012 qualitative study in which seven leading authorities were asked to share their beliefs
about effective writing instruction (Zumbrunn & Krause, 2012). Five principles emerged
from the authors’ interviews; these principles can be used to guide written language

33
instruction and create greater student engagement in the writing process. Each
recommendation was considered when examining instruction in the fifth-grade
classrooms included in the present study.
The first principle is, “Effective writing instructors realize the impact of their own
writing beliefs, experiences, and practices” (Zumbrunn & Krause, 2012, p. 347).
Teachers should be active participants in writing, should be positive role models, and
should communicate the importance of writing through their classroom practices.
Second, “effective writing instruction encourages student motivation and engagement”
(p. 347). Teachers must find ways to tap into students’ interests and experiences to
motivate them to engage in the writing process. Students must have opportunities to
write in a nonthreatening environment where writing can become an enjoyable activity
and where they can control the products they create. The experts also recognized that
students need to write for real audiences and real purposes and emphasized that writing
serves as a means for social engagement and communication.
The role of planning in the writing process was stressed by the participants in the
Zumbrunn & Krause study as well: “effective writing instruction begins with clear and
deliberate planning, but is also flexible” (2012, p. 347). Understanding the objectives of
writing tasks is critical to good instruction: Writing tasks should be communicated clearly
to students, and teachers must assess what students have learned. Teachers should be
open to unplanned opportunities for writing and should take advantage of these moments
as they arise.
It is important that “effective writing instruction and practice happen every day”
(Zumbrunn & Krause, 2012, p. 347). The need for consistent, daily writing time was
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stressed, although participants noted that competing demands on teachers often prevent
dedicated time for writing each day. However, writing across the curriculum and
incorporating the use of technology into written language instruction were suggested as
ways of creating additional writing opportunities for students.
Finally, it was emphasized that “effective writing instruction is a scaffolded
collaboration between teachers and students” (Zumbrunn & Krause, 2012, p. 347).
Teachers need to recognize individual student needs and provide “thoughtful and
sensitive feedback to students about their writing” (p. 350). Participants stressed the
value of feedback that does not overwhelm students; it was suggested that teachers
respond only to a few aspects of student writing at one time. Providing both positive and
negative feedback allows teachers to create environments in which all students can
experience success.
Effective writing instruction demands a time commitment that is often absent in
American classrooms. In addition, struggling writers may require strategic interventions
that regular education teachers are not prepared to deliver due, primarily, to inadequate
training in written language curricula and appropriate instructional techniques.
Consequently, research has not translated into effective classroom practice, and efforts to
improve writing instruction in American classrooms have met with only limited success.

Writing Trends and the National Assessment of Educational Progress

Only 28% of fourth-grade students were rated as proficient writers on the NAEP
2002 writing test (Persky, Daane, & Jin, 2003) administered to students throughout the
United States (fourth-grade students were not included in the 2007 and 2011 assessments;
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National Center for Education Statistics, 2012; Salahu-Din et al., 2008). Despite changes
in instruction and technology that have occurred since this assessment, the percentage
was not significantly higher for eighth- and 12th-grade students included in the most
recent NAEP writing study: 27% of both eighth- and 12th-grade students were rated as
proficient in the 2011 study.
Students who are proficient writers demonstrate
solid academic performance at each grade level assessed…[advanced writers]
should be able to produce an effective and fully developed response within the
time allowed that shows a clear understanding of both the writing task they have
been assigned and the audience they are expected to address. (Salahu-Din et al.,
2008, p. 29)

In the past, students completing the NAEP writing test were evaluated according to
scoring guide criteria describing six performance levels from unsatisfactory to excellent
(Salahu-Din et al., 2008, p. 5), with final results reported in three categories: basic,
proficient, and advanced. However, comparisons between the NAEP scores of students
at different grade levels were not made because different criteria were used in the
development of scales at each level. Computerized word processing was introduced
during the 2011 assessment, leading to additional changes in scoring criteria.
Authors of NAEP also reported that state assessment standards were not
necessarily consistent with NAEP and that exclusionary policies for students with
exceptionalities differed between states (Salahu-Din et al., 2008, pp. 5-7). NAEP’s
Board of Governors recognized that scoring criteria were likely to change as well but that
the quality of writing products produced by students in American classrooms would not
be affected by changing the ways in which writing was evaluated. While changes in
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performance may reflect differences in students’ skills and knowledge, they also reflect
changes in student demographics, curricula, educational policies, and teacher
qualifications. These limitations suggest that the NAEP data must be interpreted
cautiously.
Although the nation’s 2011 writing report card (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2012) suggests that most students (80% at the eighth-grade level and 79% at
the 12th-grade level) had mastered basic writing skills, it is alarming that just over one
fifth of high school seniors cannot demonstrate sufficient mastery of prerequisite
knowledge and skills fundamental for completing even basic writing tasks at the 12thgrade level. It should also be noted that the percent of 12th-grade students who could not
meet basic standards increased from 22% to 26% in the years between 1998 and 2002,
despite small performance gains at other grade levels. However, a significant
improvement occurred among 12th-grade students in 2007, although 18% still remained
below the basic level. In 2011, this figure was 21%. These findings suggest that present
written language curricula provide most students with basic writing skills; however, they
are not effective in producing highly competent writers, as only 3% of students at each
grade level exhibited advanced written language skills.
The Characteristics of “Good” Writing

Despite the development and refinement of numerous writing curricula during the
past 20 years, there has been increasing dissatisfaction on the part of regular and special
education taechers when assessing students’ writing performance. Therefore, it is
important to identify and define the characteristics of “good” writing because doing so
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provides criteria for analysis of instructional objectives and written language curricula.
How do educators define competence in written language, and which skills should
competent writers demonstrate?
Engelmann and Silbert (1985) suggested that good writing has several core
features, including (a) clarity, (b) expression of the writer’s ideas, (c) efficiency and lack
of redundancy, and (d) adherence to basic rules of grammar and modern writing style.
They also noted that “these criteria hold for all writing, whether the writing is creating a
fictional account or trying to describe a new marketing plan” (p. 3). However, writing
serves varied functions, and the specific features that are desired in elementary and
secondary school classrooms depend upon the social context and purpose (for example,
to describe an event or persuade the reader) of the writing (Dyson & Freedman, 1991).
Six additional characteristics of “good” writing were elaborated by teachers and
researchers affiliated with the Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory (Spandel,
1999), and six-traits instruction (now 6 + 1 Trait Writing) assumed a prominent role in
elementary and secondary school classrooms during the early 2000s. These features, or
traits, include ideas, organization, voice, word choice, sentence fluency, conventions, and
presentation. Students who conveyed a clear message to their audience using appropriate
language, phrasing and vocabulary, organizational structure, fluency, and attention to
detail were likely to be identified as competent writers by their teachers. However,
methods for communicating teacher criteria to learners have not always proven
successful because students may not interpret writing activities as their teachers intend
(Dyson & Freedman, 1991).
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Teacher interviews conducted during this study showed that each teacher
described good writing somewhat differently, although many commonalities were noted
among their descriptions. All agreed that good writers communicate their ideas clearly
and effectively through use of appropriate language and conventions. They are actively
engaged during writing time and show flexibility by adapting their writing for different
audiences and purposes. In addition, teacher interviews indicated that judgments of
writing proficiency were affected by how well and how consistently students met the
stated objectives of each of their writing assignments. Therefore, the “good” (aboveaverage) writers in this study were those students who could produce a variety of highquality writing products with minimal teacher support and whose written pieces
contained evidence that they understood the characteristics of each genre included in the
fifth-grade curriculum.
It has also been noted that teachers’ perceptions of “good” writing may not match
students’ interests or abilities, creating discomfort for students as they attempt to become
more fluent writers. This discomfort fosters resistance to written language activities in
the classroom which may, in turn, affect student perceptions of their competence as
writers (Pajares, 1996, 2002a; Pajares & Urdan, 2006; Zimmerman, Bonner, & Kovach,
1996):
Writing competence is based on the successful orchestration of many
abilities, including those needed for lower level transcription skills as well
as those essential for higher level composing abilities. The cognitive and
linguistic variables vary depending on the setting, task and writer. The
development of writing abilities can be affected by a variety of factors,
and a breakdown in the writing process may occur for many different
reasons. Students who struggle to develop written language often
construct a negative perception of the writing process as well as a negative
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image of their own capabilities to communicate ideas through writing.
(Gregg & Mather, 2002, p. 7)

Research-Based Writing Instruction and Classroom Practices

There are several possible explanations for the national statistics cited above;
however, results of the 2007 and 2011 NAEP writing assessments (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2012; Salahu-Din et al., 2008) strongly suggest that research about
written language instruction is not being applied effectively or consistently in classroom
settings. Techniques that have produced improvement in student performance in written
language have addressed writing instruction from a variety of perspectives, although it is
important to note that changing the process of writing and adapting it to specific contexts,
rather than directly changing written products, has been a continuing emphasis. Students
who have been identified as at-risk or with learning disabilities have been the targets of
numerous studies, and several studies have shown that techniques that are successful with
students with disabilities can be easily adapted for use in regular education classrooms
(Graham & Harris, 1993; Gregg & Mather, 2002; Mather, 1999; Mather & Roberts,
1995).
S. Isaacson and Gleason (1997), citing the 1982 work of Frank Smith, noted that
the process of writing requires the writer to assume two distinct roles, that of author and
secretary:
The author thinks about the message, the organization of ideas, and the language
in which to express those ideas. The secretary, on the other hand, has to worry
about the mechanical concerns: margins, spelling, punctuation and handwriting.
The author-secretary tension exists throughout the writing process, from planning
to editing and writing a final draft. (p. 1)
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Both roles must be addressed through written language instruction because difficulties in
written language mechanics such as spelling or punctuation may prevent students from
focusing on the ideas they wish to communicate. Both student and teacher participants in
the present study returned to this theme throughout their interviews. Above-average,
average, and struggling writers placed different amounts of emphasis on author and
secretary roles, while teachers were uncomfortable because their curriculum did not
include grammar instruction.
Englert et al. (1991) suggested that students with learning disabilities experienced
difficulty manipulating and generating ideas, were challenged by the metacognitive
processes required for successful writing (planning, drafting, monitoring, and editing
text), and had difficulty using writing strategies to produce coherent, well-organized
texts. Consequently, these students relied more heavily on their teachers to provide
appropriate strategies and monitor their writing performance. Struggling writers face the
same challenges and may require intensive interventions and explicit instruction to build
their skills in these areas.
In view of their observations, Englert and her colleagues (Englert et al., 1991)
wished to develop methods of improving student performance on expository writing tasks
and designed research “to examine the effectiveness of instructing students in contexts
where classroom dialogues were held about expository text structures and writing
strategies, and where students were involved in the entire writing process” (Englert,
1992, p. 153). Their program was named Cognitive Strategy Instruction in Writing
(CSIW) and is one example of a written language curriculum that has produced positive
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changes in written language outcomes for regular education primary-grade students and
their peers with learning disabilities. The CSIW program stresses writing as an authentic
process for communication and evaluates the degree of teacher modeling of cognitive
tasks necessary for writing. Englert and her coworkers (Englert et al., 1991) also
emphasized the importance of social constructivism and principles of knowledge
construction in writing. They examined the degree to which writing was introduced as a
cultural and social process by studying how often students wrote for real audiences,
collaborated with peers, and shared their products with others. Fisher and Hiebert (1999)
adopted similar evaluation criteria in their field study that compared literacy outcomes for
students in literature-based and skills-oriented classrooms.
The goal of the CSIW process was to provide guided instruction that ensured that
each student would gradually master the dialogue and cognitive strategies necessary for
completing the writing process and assume responsibility for following these procedures
independently. As students became more proficient writers, the ZPD (as suggested by
Vygotsky) shifted upward toward expert performance; modeling at points of difficulty
helped students to develop more sophisticated writing strategies. Finally, Englert and her
colleagues stressed the importance of writing as a social and cultural activity and
encouraged student-teacher interaction in which shared dialogue helped students
understand text and create meaning.
CSIW instruction emphasizes the holistic nature of the writing process and makes
students active participants in their learning. By exploring the purposes of writing, the
strategies used by writers, and collaborating with others, students learn to write in social
and cultural contexts, slowly internalizing the steps necessary to produce an authentic
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product. Although the CSIW program appeared in the early 1990s (Englert, 1992;
Englert et al., 1991), many of the same techniques have been incorporated into Regie
Routman in Residence: Transforming Our Teaching Through Writing for Audience and
Purpose (Routman, 2008b), the writing curriculum observed during the present study.
Teaching of isolated skills and strategies did not produce the same result because the selfregulation and empowerment that developed through CSIW could not occur when writing
was treated as a private, individual enterprise.

Self-Regulation and Writing Outcomes

The theme of self-regulation and student control of the writing process has also
played an important role in additional research on written language instruction (Graham
& Harris, 1987, 1993; Graham, Harris, & Troia, 2000). Graham and his coworkers
initially published their plan for teaching academic and self-regulation strategies to
school-age children in 1987, under the name, Self-Instructional Strategy Training.
However, this title did not adequately describe the emphasis on development of selfregulatory skills contained in the program. Consequently, the approach was renamed and
is currently recognized as SRSD. Thirteen years after its inception, Graham et al. (2000)
revisited this model and its applications and reexamined the effectiveness of the SRSD
model; Graham and Harris (2005a, 2005b) further refined the strategies proposed in this
model during a 4-year study undertaken in collaboration with colleagues at Columbia
University and the University of Maryland through the Center on Accelerating Student
Learning (Graham & Harris, 2005a, 2005b; Graham et al., 2005).
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“With SRSD, students are explicitly taught strategies for accomplishing specific
academic tasks in combination with procedures for regulating the use of these strategies,
the academic task, and any undesirable behaviors (such as impulsivity) that may impede
performance” (Graham et al., 2000, p. 1). Specifically, with regard to written language,
students are taught strategies for accomplishing tasks such as planning or revising text
while also being instructed in self-regulation procedures such as goal setting, selfmonitoring, self-instructions, and self-reinforcement to help them engage in appropriate
writing behaviors.
Graham and his colleagues recognized that students experiencing learning
difficulties frequently experienced cognitive, behavioral, and affective difficulties as
well:
When faced with a task such as writing, for instance, many of these children have
problems activating, assembling, and regulating the cognitive moves and
processes underlying effective composing….Their writing may be limited
because they fail to activate or minimize the use of critical processes such as
planning or revising, use or devise ineffective strategies for accomplishing the
writing task, or experience difficulty switching attention from one writing process
to another. (Graham et al., 2000, pp. 1-2)

Behavioral, affective, and motivational difficulties may, therefore, prevent students with
learning disabilities from becoming effective writers in classroom settings.
Consequently, the writing experiences of students of differing proficiencies were
discussed during individual interviews during this study, to determine how these
difficulties could be affecting student outcomes.
Although the SRSD process may initially appear to be less integrated than the
CSIW program because of its emphasis on mastery of discrete writing tasks and self-

44
regulatory strategies, the two approaches share many characteristics. Graham et al.
(2000) noted that teachers provide considerable support when children begin SRSD
instruction, as they model, explain, assist, and review strategies as needed. This
scaffolding diminishes as students become more proficient at using the strategies
independently.
Additional support involves helping students become more knowledgeable about
writing, the writing process, and their own writing capabilities. For example,
model compositions are typically used to illustrate the characteristics of good
writing… whereas self-monitoring, goal setting, and teacher feedback help
students acquire knowledge of their writing capabilities and how to regulate the
composing process. (p. 5)

Collaboration and sharing are also important components of the SRSD approach.
Graham and his colleagues have produced more than 30 studies of the SRSD
method to date and report that the performance of struggling writers (as measured by
assessment of writing quality, length, and structure) improved following this instruction
in all instances. In addition, changes in approaches to writing, knowledge about good
writing, and student confidence in their writing capabilities were noted following SRSD
instruction. The approach has been used in a variety of settings with regular education
students and students identified with learning disabilities and has been summarized in a
classroom guide that provides a variety of self-regulatory strategies (Graham & Harris,
2005b). Other researchers (for example, De La Paz & Graham, 1997) have included
students with a wide range of cognitive abilities among their subjects as well. Recent
discussions of the SRSD method have concerned its use in conjunction with word
processing techniques and its alignment with the new Common Core (Illinois State Board
of Education, 2014). In each of these cases, use of the planning, organizing, monitoring,
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and revising strategies contained in the SRSD model produced improvement in students’
writing skills. Although SRSD is not a complete approach to writing and does not
address all aspects of writing across the curriculum, Graham and his colleagues suggested
that incorporation of these techniques into other writing programs can help struggling
writers experience greater success. CSIW, SRSD, and similar methods designed for atrisk writers hold a great deal of promise for improving the performance of regular
education students; however, they have not yet been used consistently in regular
education settings despite their benefits for all writers.
Writers’ Workshop

As writing instruction moved toward a process approach in the 1990s, the work of
Graves (1978, 1979) and Calkins (1994) also assumed greater importance in American
classrooms. Previous emphasis on grammar instruction was replaced by the recognition
that writing was embedded in a social and cultural context and that the act of writing was
a social interaction between the writer and an invisible audience. It was no longer
sufficient for students to write only as a means of pleasing the teachers who were grading
their assignments; rather, writing was to be shared with classmates of varying interests
and abilities to improve audience awareness. Although choice of topic was initially left
to the writer, feedback from teachers and peers was sought during the revision process
(Calkins, 1994). However, later refinements of process writing included highly
structured problem-solving tasks that required students to use specific strategies when
collaborating with peers.
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The term Writers’ Workshop was first used by Calkins in 1978 and refers to an
instructional arrangement that is used for students to learn about the writing process,
including a time set aside for independent student writing. It is typically a part of each
day’s instruction, although some schools have chosen to include Writers’ Workshop less
frequently due to time constraints. Students are encouraged to write by making the
process a meaningful part of the classroom curriculum; varied activities are selected to
match students’ developmental levels and emerging skills. For example, first-grade
students may be exposed to the thought processes and organizational strategies necessary
to create a story and may be given the opportunity to use phonics and sight words in their
writing. Older students may be encouraged to plan their stories before beginning and
may be given opportunities to explore a variety of writing forms and genres.
Three components are combined during each Writers’ Workshop session. A
minilesson is used to introduce new writing strategies or teach writing conventions;
however, teacher observations can be used to create minilessons as well. These brief
lessons are typically whole-class activities lasting 5 to 10 minutes. Teachers introduce a
strategy and explain its importance, show students how authors use the strategy by
providing examples and modeling, give students opportunities to practice the strategy,
review the strategy, and finally encourage students to practice the strategy again during
writing time. A 40- to 45-minute time period is then allocated for writing; students are
permitted to choose topics, prewrite, draft, revise, edit, and conference with their teachers
during writing time. Finally, students publish their finished work and are asked to share
their writing with other students. The audience listens and responds, and students are
encouraged to ask questions and make suggestions during this time. However, the
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drafting, editing, and revising processes are most crucial; teacher conferences and peer
conferencing may help students structure their writing and expand their ideas (Calkins,
1994; Calkins, Hartman, & White, 2005). This approach to writing instruction was
observed in each of the fifth-grade classrooms included in the present study and is a
critical component of Regie Routman in Residence: Transforming Our Teaching Through
Writing for Audience and Purpose (Routman, 2008b).
Writers’ Workshop has become the dominant format for teaching writing in
America’s classrooms and boasts several advantages over more conventional written
language instruction. This instructional method focuses on teaching the writer, not the
writing, and gives students choices about ways to develop their ideas and revise their
writing. Writing instruction is based on the process of writing, and students are taught
strategies through demonstration and modeling (The Source for Learning, Inc., 19982015). As students share their work with others, they begin to see themselves as writers
and develop greater confidence in their ability to develop ideas, write them, revise their
work, and produce work that will be shared with others. However, this form of
instruction requires significant instructional time and may not be successful in classrooms
where students require ongoing assistance or intensive intervention or in environments
where students cannot function independently for sustained periods.
It is also important to note that little research exists that examines the
effectiveness of Writers’ Workshop in large group settings. A quasi-experimental study
of this methodology among fourth- and fifth-grade students with significant writing
deficits (Clippard, 1998) showed that students who participated in Writers’ Workshop
instruction showed greater improvement on direct writing samples, appeared to enjoy

48
writing more, and regarded themselves as stronger writers than non-Writers’ Workshop
participants. However, the observed changes in attitudes toward writing were not
reflected on standardized writing measures; all students in the Clippard study improved
as writers irrespective of the instructional approach. Although that study supported the
use of Writers’ Workshop for students with learning disabilities, it was suggested that
future investigation of instructional supports necessary for effective use of this
methodology in fully inclusive classrooms was essential.
Newer research studies (e.g., Harris et al., 2006) have attempted to compare
Writers’ Workshop with SRSD instruction and 6 + 1 Trait Writing; early results suggest
that the combination of these models may produce better outcomes than any single model
alone. However, teaching writing is a complex process, and many of the beliefs held by
education professionals about writing instruction do not stand up to scrutiny when
examined more closely, as noted by Graham & Perin (2007b). Extensive research about
instructional design and teaching practices is available (for example, in MacArthur,
Graham, & Fitzgerald’s Handbook of Writing Research, 2006), but little information is
available about the translation of evidence-based findings into classroom practice.

Current Classroom Practices

Cutler and Graham (2008) noted that researchers currently have little data on how
writing instruction is implemented in schools and how writing time is used in classroom
settings. They do not know how much time is dedicated to writing instruction, what
content is taught, what methods are used to teach writing, whether technology is included
in writing programs, and how writing progress is assessed (Cutler & Graham, 2008).
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Without this information, it is difficult to determine what interventions may be needed to
improve writing performance in elementary, middle, and high school classrooms.
Therefore, observations of writing instruction in three fifth-grade classrooms were
included in this study.
Because one objective of the present study was to identify strategies used by
successful writers to meet writing expectations, it is useful to ask whether the techniques
suggested by Graham and Perin’s meta-analysis (2007b) and research that followed
(Cutler & Graham, 2008; Gilbert & Graham, 2010) were observed in the fifth-grade
classrooms in this study. Which activities included in CSIW, SRSD, and Writers’
Workshop were part of the writing curriculum used in the district studied, and which
were associated with improvements in the performance of writers of varying
competencies? Which strategies affected the attitudes and behaviors of above-average,
average, and struggling writers, and how could instruction be changed to better meet the
needs of each group?
Producing Change

Despite the growing volume of research about effective teaching techniques for
regular education students and those identified with learning disabilities, previous NAEP
assessments (National Center for Education Statistics, 2012; Persky et al., 2003; SalahuDin et al., 2008; U.S. Department of Education, 1999) showed that only 28% of fourthgrade students were proficient writers, although 86% of students demonstrated basic
writing skills. However, added instruction does not appear to improve the picture; in
2002, 2007, and again in 2011, only 24%-27% of 12th-grade students were rated as
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proficient writers (even after considering the population of struggling students who have
left school). Why have most high school seniors failed to progress beyond mastery of
basic writing skills? Several alternative explanations can be offered and were explored as
part of this study.
First, it appears that continuing emphasis on the mechanics of writing and the
products of written language are at least partly at fault. As students progress through the
curriculum from elementary school into middle school and high school, increased writing
demands accompany these transitions. Writing is no longer reserved exclusively for the
language arts classroom; rather, each academic subject has its unique writing
requirements. Unless students are taught new written language strategies suitable for use
in more specialized settings, they will struggle to meet these challenges. However,
writing across the curriculum is more discussed than implemented because
subject-area teachers don’t know how to teach writing (in their area or any other),
and English teachers are too overburdened teaching two courses (literature and
composition) simultaneously to help much. (Gill, 2000, p. 62)

Consequently, language arts curricula, especially at the high school level, do not provide
students with the cognitive strategies necessary to meet the written language demands of
each of their courses. Both Bandura and Vygotsky suggested that writing is a social
construction that changes and improves through interaction with teachers and peers.
More limited opportunities for student interaction and teacher feedback (due to increased
class size or greater numbers of students taught each day), especially at the middle and
high school levels, have had a detrimental effect on written language outcomes as well.
It can also be hypothesized that the failure to teach writing as a holistic,
integrated, and authentic task has significantly affected student outcomes because writing
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that does not address authentic tasks may not be perceived as relevant. However,
teaching techniques alone cannot be blamed for the lack of student success suggested by
educational statistics, especially if writing is viewed as a social process in which students
must create meaning. Methods such as CSIW, SRSD, 6+1 Trait Writing, and Writers’
Workshop hold significant promise for improving the writing skills of elementary,
middle, and high school students, and research has shown that the integration of explicit
grammar instruction with cognitive strategy instruction holds promise as a means of
improving student performance. But it is questionable whether current academic
curricula include instruction in the self-regulation techniques that appear to be required
for development of proficiency in written language. Therefore, the observations included
in the present study focused on classroom writing activities and specific instructional
content in fifth- grade classrooms and examined the written language tasks students were
asked to complete as part of their daily instruction.
Teaching writing as a subject area may give students opportunities to acquire
general knowledge about the process of writing; however, integrating writing activities
into teaching can build thinking and reasoning skills across the curriculum:
Writing, by its very nature, requires meaning-making and, at least potentially,
communicating that meaning to another. Writing, from this point of view, is one
of the activities that one can engage in while struggling to make sense of a topic.
It is the meaning-making that is in the foreground, with writing functioning as a
process that supports meaning-making. Writing as an activity format is writing to
learn. (Fisher & Hiebert, 1999, p. 215)

Therefore, the present study also examined the extent to which writing was integrated into daily
curricula, as the collaboration and active engagement in learning that fosters mastery of content
material, increased use of cognitive strategies, and creation of student ownership does not
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appear to be occurring in many classrooms.
Finally, the increasing availability of technology has permitted both student and
teacher access to a variety of writing programs and curricula and has provided
opportunities for guided practice of written language techniques. The use of electronic
communication has also made it easier for students to access expert members of the
writing community and enlist their assistance. New technology has minimized the
importance of the secretarial features of writing, as word processing programs, voiceactivated writing software, and tools such as spell checkers and editing software have
become available to help students overcome some of the mechanical obstacles that
impede writing performance. Even the processes of planning, organizing, and structuring
written assignments have been addressed through technology (as evidenced by programs
such as Inspirations [Inspiration 9, 2010] and Co:Writer [Co:Writer 6, 1992-2009]).
Yet these techniques cannot be implemented successfully without the full participation
of students and teachers in the writing process. The exploration of variables affecting the
effectiveness of written language instruction in classroom settings was also a focus of this
research because it appeared likely that many of the causes of poor performance were not
directly related to the writing curriculum. If individual student characteristics, environmental
factors, and instructional events (such as class time actually spent engaged in writing tasks)
affect student outcomes, as suggested by Bandura’s social constructivist theory, how can
teachers better control student responses to written language instruction?
Examination of the instructional techniques used during writing activities and the
responses of above-average, average, and struggling writers were included in this
research. The study addressed a number of separate, yet related, questions: Is writing
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instruction differentiated to meet the needs of varying student populations? Do teachers
recognize at-risk writers and effectively respond to their needs? What approaches to
writing instruction promote greater student engagement and participation in writing
activities across the curriculum for students of all abilities? What writing activities allow
students to construct personal meaning, and how can these activities be incorporated into
present writing curricula? In addition, the study examined what students believed they
had learned from written language instruction, as recent research findings suggest that
students are not adequately mastering skills necessary to meet the writing demands of
higher education and future employment. Therefore, it is important to examine how our
practices in elementary and middle school classrooms can produce more positive
outcomes aligned with future student needs.

CHAPTER 3

METHOD

Context of Study

Fifth grade is a time of rapid transition for student writers in the suburban Illinois
school district selected for this study. Although third- and fourth-grade students are taught
about writing and are expected to compose well-organized three- to five-paragraph essays
targeted to specific audiences as part of their curricula, additional changes in written language
requirements occur as students move to fifth grade. A greater number of independent written
language assignments are incorporated into the curriculum in areas other than language arts,
and students are expected to utilize technology more effectively to facilitate the writing
process. Greater sophistication is also expected; for example, fifth-grade students are asked to
notice aspects of the writer’s craft in text and apply this knowledge to their writing (School
district fifth-grade curriculum guide, online, p. 3). In addition, the new Common Core (Illinois
State Board of Education, 2014) provide specific, grade-level criteria for preparation of clear
and coherent opinion pieces, informative/explanatory texts, and narratives that now guide
writing instruction in fifth-grade classrooms.
Fifth-grade teachers also have the responsibility of preparing students for the transition
to junior high school. Although some students with writing difficulties stand out from their
peers early in their elementary school careers, the struggles of others do not become apparent
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until more rigorous standards are imposed. Consequently, those students whose writing skills
are less developed than those of their peers often come to the attention of their classroom
teachers and may be referred to Teacher Assistance Teams, Student Support Teams, or Child
Study Teams within their buildings if difficulties persist, as fifth-grade teachers frequently
express concerns about struggling students’ ability to meet the written language demands of the
sixth-grade curriculum. These teams have the responsibility of creating classroom
interventions to increase writing fluency, facilitate mastery of written language mechanics, or
improve written language organization skills; however, many at-risk writers require intensive
support and cannot meet grade-level expectations even after interventions have been
implemented. The result has been an increase in special education referrals for written
language difficulties at the upper elementary school level.
For these reasons, the participants for this qualitative study were selected from four
fifth-grade general education classes at a K-5 elementary school located in an Illinois suburb.
The researcher served as the school psychologist at this school for 5 years and was given
unrestricted access to all classrooms within the building; writing instruction was observed
numerous times in fifth-grade classrooms during the study. Three fifth-grade teachers
participated as well and allowed access to their students as the study progressed. All necessary
consents were obtained from district administrators and teacher participants; assent from
student participants and consent from their parents were obtained before this research began.

District Demographics

The district selected for this study is an affluent, suburban school district located close
to a large Illinois city, with reported operating expenditures of $11,623 per student during the
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2010-2011 school year and instructional expenditures of $6,920 per student during this same
period. Median household income within the district boundaries was estimated at $78,497 for
the period between 2006 and 2010; mean household income was estimated at $99,299 for this
same period (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011). There are a variety of housing options available in
the district, ranging from smaller apartments to larger homes; median home value within the
district was estimated at just over $362,000. The population included within the district’s
boundaries in 2010 was close to 14,000; of approximately 3,000 households within the district,
nearly 20% had children attending district public schools. Total attendance at the five public
schools within the district during the 2010-2011 school year was approximately 1,580. These
students attended one of four K-5 elementary schools or the district’s junior high school,
serving students in Grades 6, 7, and 8.
It is important to note that just over 48% of working adults in the community are
employed in executive, professional, or managerial capacities and that 49% of adults living in
the community have graduated from college. Twenty-five percent of adults within this
community hold graduate or professional degrees. Most students are highly computer literate
and have access to educational opportunities and resources that may not be available to students
in less affluent communities; therefore, results of this study may not be generalizable to
students attending school elsewhere in the state. The community is predominantly White
(70.7%); the minority population within the school district is 18.2% Hispanic or Latino, 2.9%
Black or African American, and 2.3% Asian. Six percent of residents within the district
identify themselves as multiracial (based on 2010 U.S. Census Bureau data.) However, there
has been a significant shift in population demographics within this district in recent years; the
Hispanic population enrolled in district schools increased from 6.4% in 2000 to 18.2% in 2010
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and continues to rise beyond this study’s time frame; it exceeded 24% during the 2012-2013
school year.
The district used for this study identifies itself as a full-inclusion district, and all classes
in the district contain a heterogeneous mix of students varying in ability and academic
achievement. A fully supported classroom for students with severe academic and/or behavioral
challenges is available within the district; the composition of this class varies on a yearly basis.
The Quest program (for students considered gifted or talented in reading and/or mathematics) is
available to elementary school students in Grades 3 through 5 who meet entrance criteria, and
advanced classes in language arts and mathematics are available to middle school students who
qualify by examination and teacher recommendation.
At the time this study began, nearly 14% of all students in the district were receiving
special education services; this figure rose steadily during data collection to 18%. Statewide
writing assessments were discontinued after March 2010; however, scores on the 2010 Illinois
State Achievement Tests (ISAT) administered at the school selected for this study showed that
67% of fifth-grade students met or exceeded state standards in writing. Thirty percent of
students fell below state standards, while an additional 3% (61 students) were significantly
below expectancy and in the academic warning range. Although these scores indicated that
performance of fifth-grade students had improved from 2009 (when 38% of students fell below
state standards and an additional 3% were in the academic warning range), district
administrators expressed significant concerns about student performance in writing.
One hundred four certified staff members were employed by the district during the
2011-2012 academic year, with more than 71% of district teachers holding advanced degrees at
the master’s level or higher. The teacher population was over 98% White, with only one
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teacher of Hispanic origin employed by the district. Average teaching experience among the
district’s educators was 12.9 years. Although this suburban district is not representative of its
state or populations within urban or rural school districts, future studies may be undertaken to
validate results of this study in other locations.
It can be hypothesized that the characteristics of above-average, average, and struggling
writers are similar across academic settings, although standardized assessments show that the
percentage of students in each group varies among districts (Northern Illinois University,
2014). However, it would be expected that teaching techniques, curricula, and interventions
used in high-performing districts would differ from those used in lower-performing districts
due to differences in student needs; additional studies are needed to address these issues.
As noted above, students in four fifth-grade classes were selected for this study.
Students were enrolled in fifth grade during the 2009-2010 and 2010-2011 school years. All
students and teachers were selected from the same school to control for environmental
variables. Class size within the district is capped at 23 students; all classes taking part in this
study ranged from 19 to 23 students, divided nearly evenly by gender. All teacher participants
held advanced degrees; each had been granted tenure and had between 5 and 10 years of
teaching experience at the time they were observed and interviewed. A grade-level
paraprofessional was present in one classroom for part of each day to meet the needs of special
education students included in language arts instruction.

The Need for Change

During the 2009-2010 school year, administrators and teaching staff in this district
recognized that writing was not receiving the same emphasis as core subject areas such as
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reading and mathematics and became concerned that their students were poorly prepared for
the demands of high school language arts courses. The performance of district students on
statewide assessments in writing (ISAT writing measures administered from 2007 through
2010) showed that approximately one fifth of students (at all grade levels assessed) were below
expectations in writing. Nearly one third of fifth-grade students at the school selected for this
study scored below expectancy or received academic warnings in writing during this time
period, in contrast with fewer than 15% in these categories for reading and mathematics
(Northern Illinois University, 2012). Two alarming tends were also noted: first, the number of
students failing to meet expected standards in writing increased significantly between third and
fifth grades, and second, no consistent pattern of improvement was observed during this time
period.
District curriculum guides from these years also showed no changes. Fifth-grade
language arts students were expected to participate in a “balanced literacy program” that
provided tools for them to become independent learners. “Balanced literacy provides and
cultivates the skills of reading, writing, learning about words, thinking, listening, and speaking”
(School district fifth-grade curriculum guide, 2008-2009, 2009-2010, 2010-2011, 2011-2012,
identical p. 2 of each year’s guide). Although the goal of shifting the responsibility for writing
products from teacher to student was apparent from the programs and activities suggested,
beginning with modeled/shared writing before moving on to interactive writing and
independent writing (through activities such as teacher-modeled writing, minilessons, Writers’
Workshop conferences, and independent student writing), it was unclear how students would
achieve desired outcomes or how instruction would be delivered.
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District goals included writing for meaningful purposes, writing for specific audiences,
and presenting ideas clearly, including elaboration, details, facts, and/or reasons that support
the main idea. Further, students were expected to write using a variety of sentence types, using
an authentic voice, and using vivid word choice. Organizing writing with a logical structure,
providing transitions to connect ideas, critically analyzing one’s own writing and that of others,
and noticing aspects of the writer’s craft in text and applying knowledge to one’s own writing
were also district objectives. Other expectations included reading, rethinking, and revising
one’s own writing for clarity, editing writing for correct conventions, and using conventional
spelling in writing. While these were commendable goals that aligned with Illinois learning
standards and are fully consistent with newer Common Core (Illinois State Board of Education,
2014), teachers were given little guidance about how to achieve them. Group assessment data
clearly indicated that changes in written language instruction were needed, as more than 40%
of the district’s fifth-grade students performed below expectancy on ISAT writing assessments
administered in March 2009 (Northern Illinois University, 2013). Consequently, a renewed
emphasis was placed on written language instruction within the district during the 2009-2010
school year.

The Regie Routman in Residence Project

Following facilitator training for select administrators, teachers, and reading specialists
during the summer of 2009, the Regie Routman in Residence (Routman, 2008b) project was
introduced to elementary school teachers that fall. The program selected, Regie Routman in
Residence: Transforming Our Teaching Through Writing for Audience and Purpose, published
in 2008, is based on four foundational ideas. It follows recommendations of authorities in
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writing such as Donald Graves and Lucy Calkins and begins with the premise that “change
begins with defining common beliefs and setting high expectations about teaching and
learning” (Routman, 2008a, p. 1). Common beliefs about the capabilities of writers at all grade
levels must be shared, and teachers must agree on practices that best advance children’s
writing.
Routman’s program relies on an Optimal Learning Model for teaching and learning.
This process model stresses the gradual shift of responsibility for writing from teacher to
student through demonstration, shared demonstration, guided practice, and independent
practice (Routman, 2005). Routman also noted that “responsive teaching engages students and
raises their achievement” (Routman, 2008a, p. 1). Research has shown that writing for
authentic audiences and purposes is linked to gains in student achievement (Graham & Perin,
2007a, 2007b); this idea is central to Routman’s program. Finally, Routman believes that
“applying new ideas leads to lasting, significant change” (Routman, 2008a, p. 1).
Consequently, the materials included in Regie Routman in Residence: Transforming Our
Teaching Through Writing for Audience and Purpose (Routman, 2008b) provide teachers with
new ideas that can be shared and discussed with their students, leading to transformations in
both teaching and student learning.
Routman’s program does not advocate for use of a particular writing program or
writing method. Instead, she identifies essential characteristics of the writing process and
demonstrates how writing activities using an optimal learning model can promote development
of more proficient, independent writers in classroom settings. The fifth-grade teachers included
in this study had the opportunity to view the videotaped presentations included in the Routman
program, collaborate with colleagues within the district, and speak with support specialists
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from the Routman program during the 2009-2010 school year. In the years that followed (from
2010 to 2013), teachers were encouraged to implement the program more independently. They
have experienced both challenges and successes while implementing Routman’s practices and
recommendations.

Participants
Teachers

Teacher EM

Teacher EM has taught fifth grade for 8 years and previously taught at a university
demonstration school before accepting her present position. She attended college in Texas
before moving to the Midwest and returned to school to complete a master’s degree after
beginning her teaching career. Although she is licensed to teach all elementary subjects,
Teacher EM prefers teaching language arts and science; she is also a published poet and lives in
the community where she presently teaches. At the time of this study, her fifth-grade class
contained 22 students and was equally divided between male and female students. When asked
to judge the proficiency of her students as writers (in December 2010, after she had the
opportunity to examine both short writing pieces and longer compositions), five students were
identified as above-average writers, 11 were considered average, and five were rated as
struggling writers; an inclusion student in her room was not rated. During her interview,
Teacher EM discussed the criteria she used to evaluate student writers; she reported that she
values writing that is clear, cohesive, and purposeful. She also believes that students should
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attend to the secretarial aspects of writing and collaborates with her students to develop
grammar checklists for their use.

Teacher SE
Teacher SE, one of the few male teachers at this school, was beginning his 8th year as a
fifth-grade teacher at the time this study began. He grew up in Illinois and attended college a
few miles from the district where he is now employed. Teacher SE recently completed a
master’s degree at the same university where he completed his undergraduate studies. He is
particularly interested in technology and encourages his students to use computers in their daily
work; many of the writing projects he assigns include technology options. Although he prefers
teaching social studies and is also certified as a school administrator, he began teaching
language arts following changes in the school’s fifth-grade program and frequently takes an
active role in writing with his students. His class also contained 22 students (11 male and 11
female); 12 students were rated as above-average writers, four were rated as average, and the
remaining six students were considered as below average in this area. He reported that the
female students in his room appeared to be more proficient writers than their male peers and
spoke about his expectations for male and female students during his interview (SE, Structured
interview transcript, 5-13). Although he expected female students to do better than male peers
in reading and written language, Teacher SE noted that his expectations did not always match
his classroom experiences. He rated seven female students and five male students as aboveaverage; his struggling writers were equally divided by gender. During his interview, it became
apparent that Teacher SE places less emphasis on writing mechanics than his peers and prefers
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writing that engages the audience; “vivid word choice” (as noted in the school district’s fifthgrade curriculum guide) plays an important role in his ratings of student writers.

Teacher VB
Like Teachers EM and SE, Teacher VB was also in her 8th year of teaching in the
district during this study, although she had taught third grade for 2 years at another district
school before returning as a fifth-grade teacher due to a vacancy. She reported that she prefers
older students to younger ones, remarking that her fifth-graders were more mature and that she
was able to complete activities with these students that had not been possible with thirdgraders. Teacher VB was also educated in Illinois and began her career specializing in
mathematics instruction but began teaching language arts at the third-grade level before
returning to fifth grade. She obtained a master’s degree after beginning her teaching career as
well. Her class of 23 students contained 12 boys and 11 girls. Six students were designated as
above-average writers, 13 as average, and four as struggling; while her more proficient groups
were evenly divided by gender, her lowest group contained three male students and one female
student. Teacher VB stressed organization and coherence during her interview; examination of
writing samples from her students showed that these characteristics played a significant role in
her judgments of proficiency. However, Teacher VB’s struggling writers had difficulty with
punctuation, spelling, and grammar as well.

Students

During the initial year of this study, two writers who exceeded classroom expectations
for students at their grade level, two writers who were meeting expectations, and two struggling
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writers who performed below grade-level expectations were identified by each classroom
teacher. However, not all identified students were willing to participate; therefore, selection
procedures were changed as the study progressed, and all fifth-grade students were invited to
participate the following year. Letters were sent to all fifth-grade students’ parents explaining
the study and requesting consent for participation; student assent was obtained as well.
Although writers of all proficiencies chose to volunteer, many more above-average and average
writers responded because it was difficult to find struggling writers who were willing to engage
in additional writing activities or discuss writing with the researcher. The final group of
participants contained 15 students. Eight of the students (five female, three male) were
identified as above-average writers by their teachers, and five students (three female, two male)
were identified as average. Two additional students (one female, one male) were identified as
struggling writers. No fifth-grade students receiving special education support in written
language volunteered to participate in the study. At the time students were interviewed, their
ages ranged from 10 years, 10 months to 12 years, 8 months.
Instrumentation

Assessment of Writing Skill

Curriculum-Based Writing Probes

At the outset of this study, it was determined that curriculum-based writing measures
would be administered in each fifth-grade classroom three times during the school year. Data
were collected over a 2-year period from September 2009 to May 2011; fall benchmark
assessments were completed in September, winter assessments were administered in February,
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and spring assessments occurred in May. These results were shared with classroom teachers
and the school principal. It should be noted that administration of curriculum-based writing
assessments requires less than 5 minutes and that these measures can be repeated as often as
needed to monitor student progress. Consequently, curriculum-based writing probes are
frequently used to monitor the progress of special education students within the district. To
begin, all students present in a classroom or small group setting are asked to find a sheet of
lined paper and a writing utensil. Students are then provided with a story starter, an orally
presented idea that gives them a topic to write about and is designed to facilitate narrative
writing. Story starters that have been used in classrooms across the country are available
through an online assessment system called AIMSweb© that is widely used to obtain data
about student performance in reading and mathematics as well. A typical story starter might be
as follows: “Yesterday, a monkey climbed through the window at school and…”
Standardized directions for administration and scoring have been published by PowellSmith and Shinn (2004) and may be found in the AIMSweb Training Workbook; students are
given 1 minute to think about what they wish to write and 3 minutes to write their stories.
Once papers have been collected, examiners count the total number of words written, as this
measure is considered to be “a valid indicator of general written expression skills for most
students through Grade 6 and for older students with written expression difficulties” (p. 8).
Samples may then be scored for correct writing sequences, “pairs of words that are
mechanically, semantically, and syntactically correct” (p. 8). In some cases, samples also may
be scored for words spelled correctly; however, this is not typically done because correct
writing sequences is preferred as a measure of serious spelling concerns. Once scores have
been obtained, students are ordered from highest to lowest on each measure. Frequency
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distributions are then prepared, and students falling below a chosen percentile rank (most often
the 25th) may be identified as needing more intensive written language instruction. Enrichment
opportunities can also be made available to students falling significantly above average on
benchmark assessments (usually above the 75th or 90th percentile rank). These measures are
frequently administered in district classrooms and were used to identify the above-average,
average, and struggling writers in each class selected for the study, in conjunction with
information provided by participating teachers.

Standardized Writing Measures

Standardized written language measures were selected from the WJ-III (Woodcock et
al., 2001). Spelling, Writing Fluency, Editing, and Writing Samples subtests were administered
to student participants in the study. These subtests measure discrete skills that are essential for
the development of written language proficiency and may be combined into three clusters. A
Broad Written Language cluster that includes Spelling, Writing Fluency, and Writing Samples
subtests is considered to be a broad measure of written language achievement. A second
cluster, Basic Writing Skills, includes scores on the Spelling and Editing subtests and provides
a measure of basic writing skills in isolation and in contextually based formats (Mather &
Woodcock, 2001, p. 19). Finally, scores on the Writing Fluency and Writing Samples subtests
may be combined into a Written Expression cluster that measures meaningful written
expression and fluency of production. Tables 1, 2, and 3 provide a profile of each student
participant and show performance of members of each group on a measure of verbal ability (the
Cognitive Abilities Test; Lohman, & Hagen, 2001), a curriculum-based writing sample, and the
WJ-III writing subtests.

Table 1
Above-Average Writers’ Student Characteristics and Performance on Selected Written Language Assessments
Student characteristics
& test info

GC

JC

KE

HH

SK

OL

AN

JV

Date of birth

8/6/99

1/18/00

9/2/99

1/13/00

6/21/00

9/29/99

10/4/98

9/12/99

Gender

F

M

F

F

F

F

M

M

Teacher

AN

VB

EM

SE

SE

VB

AN

SE

131

131

105

131

119

117

135

106

139

127

112

118

125

119

141

104

5/27/10

5/27/11

5/25/11

5/23/11

5/23/11

5/27/11

5/27/10

5/23/11

TWW

77

57

73

29

83

64

41

53

CWS

74

61

70

25

85

63

37

54

5/21/10

4/24/12

5/24/11

5/27/11

5/27/11

2/29/12

5/21/10

5/27/11

Spelling

131

134

94

100

116

115

134

Writing Fluency

114

117

101

82

132

110

Writing Samples

96

98

103

108

113

Editing

142

125

110

107

Basic Writing Skills

142

136

102

Brief Writing

120

124

Written Expression

106

Broad Written Lang

120

CogAT Verbal

1
1

CogAT Composite

End Yr CBM

WJ-III

2

1

Mean

SD

114

117.25

15.14

105

108

108.63

14.28

138

115

97

108.50

13.95

109

130

134

111

121.00

13.46

104

114

128

140

114

122.50

16.06

97

104

119

131

133

109

117.13

12.80

109

102

93

128

130

112

103

110.38

12.79

124

98

96

126

127

126

109

115.75

12.95

(continued on following page)
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Table 1 (continued)
Student characteristics
& test info

GC

JC

KE

HH

SK

OL

AN

JV

91

94

45

40

96

96

96

73

Mean

SD

Broad Written Lang
Percentile Rank

Notes:
1. CogAT (Cognitive Abilities Test) and WJ-III scores from 90-109 are within the average range; scores from 110-119 are within the high average
range; scores of 120 or above are within the superior range.
2. CBM (Curriculum-based measurement) probes are 3-minute writing samples that can be scored for total words written (TWW) and correct
writing sequences (CWS), a measure of the ability to produce connected text.
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Table 2
Average Writers’ Student Characteristics and Performance on Selected Written Language
Assessments
Student
characteristics &

TB

JD

ME

SF

AK

Mean

SD

Date of birth

3/1/00

10/5/99

1/19/00

6/24/00

5/30/00

Gender

F

M

F

M

F

Teacher

VB

SE

EM

EM

EM

116

115

103

119

108

112

106

118

113

108

End Yr CBM2

5/27/11

5/23/11

5/25/11

5/25/11

5/25/11

TWW

37

55

63

53

57

CWS

33

52

62

45

53

WJ-III1

11/11/11

4/24/12

5/24/11

5/24/11

5/24/11

Spelling

105

112

109

94

111

106.20

7.33

Writing Fluency

108

105

110

129

106

111.60

9.91

Writing Samples

110

103

98

106

109

105.20

4.87

Editing

123

99

117

109

116

112.80

9.18

Basic Writing Skills

117

107

116

102

116

111.60

6.73

Brief Writing

109

110

106

98

113

107.20

5.72

Written Expression

111

105

105

121

110

110.40

6.54

Broad Written Lang

110

110

108

109

112

109.80

1.48

74

74

70

73

79

test info

CogAT Verbal1
CogAT Composite

1

Broad Written Lang
Percentile Rank

Notes:
1. CogAT (Cognitive Abilities Test) and WJ-III scores from 90-109 are within the average range; scores from 110119 are within the high average range; scores of 120 or above are within the superior range.
2. CBM (Curriculum-based measurement) probes are 3-minute writing samples that can be scored for total words
written (TWW) and correct writing sequences (CWS), a measure of the ability to produce connected text.
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Table 3
Struggling Writers’ Student Characteristics and Performance on Selected Written Language
Assessments
Student
characteristics &

BB

NG

Mean

SD

Date of birth

3/6/99

9/12/99

Gender

M

F

Teacher

AN

SE

CogAT Verbal1

97

92

CogAT Composite1

108

97

End Yr CBM2

5/27/10

5/23/11

TWW

85

71

CWS

63

66

WJ-III1

5/21/10

5/27/11

mean

SD

Spelling

95

115

105.00

14.14

Writing Fluency

108

109

108.50

0.71

Writing Samples

96

90

93.00

4.24

Editing

108

106

107.00

1.41

Basic Writing Skills

101

112

106.50

7.78

Brief Writing

95

105

100.00

7.07

Written Expression

102

99

100.50

2.12

Broad Written Lang

98

107

102.50

6.36

45

67

test info

Broad Written Lang
Percentile Rank

Notes:
1. CogAT (Cognitive Abilities Test) and WJ-III scores from 90-109 are within the average range; scores from 110119 are within the high average range; scores of 120 or above are within the superior range.
2. CBM (Curriculum-based measurement) probes are 3-minute writing samples that can be scored for total words
written (TWW) and correct writing sequences (CWS), a measure of the ability to produce connected text.
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Classroom Observations

A classroom observation system was developed for this research early in the study and
was tested in several classrooms before data collection began. However, implementation of a
new district writing program (Regie Routman in Residence: Transforming Our Teaching
Through Writing for Audience and Purpose; Routman, 2008b) in 2009 and the introduction of
the Laptops for Learning program in the fifth-grade classrooms at the school selected for the
study significantly altered instructional delivery and changed the amount of time allocated to
writing activities in each classroom. Consequently, this system was no longer appropriate for
classroom observations and was abandoned. However, formal and informal observations of
students and teachers were completed in each classroom during the study; at least two
scheduled visits were made to each classroom, and additional unscheduled observations
occurred throughout the study. Writing time in each classroom was most often scheduled
during the late morning, although writing activities in other subject areas (such as science or
social studies) occurred throughout the day. Approximately 2 hours each day were devoted to
English/language arts instruction; dedicated writing time varied from 30 minutes to 1 hour each
day.

Interviews

Interviews with students and teachers were the primary tool used to obtain information
about student and teacher perceptions of the writing process. Samples of student and teacher
interview questions have been included in an appendix and focused on student and teacher
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attitudes toward writing, opportunities for writing, perceptions of good and poor writing habits
among students and their teachers, self-perceptions, and classroom writing routines.
During the earliest phase of the study, some of these questions were informally
discussed with 10-12 incoming sixth-grade students and struggling writers in an eighth-grade
special education resource room. Many of these students were acquainted with the researcher
because of her role as a school psychologist, and students were randomly selected (using no
criteria other than availability). Some were special education students undergoing case study
evaluations, while others were part of the Quest program; a few were in regular education
language arts classes. Their responses were not usually recorded in detail because the
researcher was more interested in their suggestions about proposed questions than in their
responses at that time.

Writing Samples

A limited number of corrected student compositions and longer writing pieces were
used as additional sources of information. These were examined to assess mechanical errors
(errors in punctuation, spelling, or grammar) and teacher feedback to students and to determine
how well each writing piece addressed its audience and satisfied its intended purpose.
Procedure

The study utilized qualitative methods to examine student and teacher activities during
writing instruction, outcomes of this instruction, and possible directions for change. At the
outset of the study, baseline measures of written language skills were obtained from all students
in the fifth-grade classrooms selected, using AIMSweb writing probes to obtain data about
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student performance. Formal and informal teacher assessments of students in each classroom
were used as additional sources of information to identify students considered to be aboveaverage writers, students meeting teacher expectations, and students struggling with the writing
process. Each of the 15 student participants then completed the four WJ-III achievement
subtests individually, working with the researcher for approximately 1 hour.
Student and teacher perceptions of the writing process were explored through focused
interviews that were later thematically coded to add depth and richness to the study. Initial
interviews with all teachers and the above-average, average, and struggling writers from each
classroom were completed over an 18-month period. Follow-up teacher interviews designed to
explore the effects of the Common Core on written language instruction were completed during
the year that followed. Each interview required between 40 minutes and 2 hours, sometimes
spanning multiple sessions depending upon student and teacher availability. More than 250
pages of interview data was generated, as many of the students and teachers were eager to share
their thoughts and provided detailed responses to many questions. Although the researcher
began by using the interview framework developed early in the study, many follow-up
questions were included in each tape-recorded interview. Initially, the main focus of this study
was examination of student and teacher activities during writing instruction and the outcomes
for students of differing proficiencies. However, information provided by students of all
proficiencies and their teachers about daily writing routines and activities in their classrooms
led to a greater understanding of the characteristics and behaviors that distinguished aboveaverage and average writers from their struggling peers, although the small number of
participants suggests that additional research is needed.
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Data Analysis

Data collected from the WJ-III were examined for each student, but the small number of
participants prevented comparisons among the three groups of writers identified in this study.
Therefore, data gathered through use of AIMSweb writing probes and standardized instruments
were used to examine individual student performance on discrete skills thought to contribute to
writing proficiency. Little relationship was found between teacher judgments of proficiency
and student achievement in areas such as spelling or editing skills, and only a moderate
correlation (r = 0.52) existed between verbal ability (measured using the verbal subtest of the
Cognitive Abilities Test) and the Broad Written Language score of the WJ-III. It should also
be noted that all participants in the study scored within the average, high-average, or superior
range on each of the WJ-III subtests administered, showing that each participant could
demonstrate at least average mastery of the discrete skills assessed by this measure, as shown in
Table 1. Consequently, greater emphasis was placed on the interview data obtained during the
study because it appeared that qualitative differences, rather than quantitative ones, contributed
more significantly to differences in writing skills observed among fifth-grade students.
As noted above, interview data from the 15 students and their teachers were
thematically coded to identify characteristics of writers of differing proficiencies. Teacher
interviews were examined for comments related to instruction and teaching (including
obstacles to effective instruction), the value and purposes of writing, use of instructional time,
criteria used to evaluate writing, feedback provided to students, use of technology, assessment,
and desired student outcomes. Students were asked about their attitudes toward writing, their
use of writing time and their observations of classmates, how they had learned to write, and
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characteristics of good writing. Their interviews were also coded for information about the
same topics identified in teacher interviews such as the value and purposes of writing, teacher
feedback, use of technology, assessment, and types of writing taught in their classrooms.
Coding all interviews by using similar criteria allowed comparisons between students and their
teachers, providing differing perspectives about classroom writing instruction, essential
understandings, and activities that improved student performance.
Teacher interactions with students of differing proficiencies were explored, and
outcome data for students was examined as well. The results of the study were helpful in
understanding possible reasons for student success or failure and suggest potential pitfalls in
current instructional methods.

CHAPTER 4

WRITING BEHAVIORS
In response to the need for change in writing instruction recognized by district
administrators during the 2008-2009 academic year, Regie Routman in Residence:
Transforming Our Teaching Through Writing for Audience and Purpose (Routman, 2008b)
was introduced in district schools in Fall 2009. Although the change was welcomed by
building administrators and teachers alike, each of the fifth-grade teachers in this study
recognized that the program would present new challenges and that new approaches to writing
instruction would be required in their classrooms.
Teacher VB, who has taught at the third- and fifth-grade levels, noted that she considers
herself a good writer but finds it challenging to motivate students and demonstrate and model
“good writing” in front of the children (VB, Informal interview, 12-10 and Structured interview
transcript, 5-13). Her colleague, Teacher SE, entering his 10th year as a fifth-grade teacher,
reported that the Regie Routman writing approach is user-friendly because it allows flexibility:
It’s as detailed as you want to be, but it’s also as vague as you want to be. It has its key
components—writing for an authentic audience and purpose, self-editing, peer editing,
celebration—I like all those components in the writing process. (SE, Structured
interview transcript, 5-13)
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Their fifth-grade colleague, Teacher EM, an 8-year veteran, noted that modeling the writing
process in the way Routman suggests can be difficult because she encourages teachers to
literally sit there and write for the first time:

I find it very hard to maintain student focus because this is a process. So I do some
writing prior to [class] for whatever stage we’re at…brainstorming, drafting…and then I
am prepared the next day. I share these [drafts] with students and talk about the writing
process…I started with this, then I wasn’t feeling so great about that, so I just left it
there, and I started on this different angle here…so I share that with them. (EM,
Informal interview, 2-13 and Structured interview transcript, 5-13)

However, Teacher SE noted that he tries not to use prewritten pieces and attempts to come up
with new topics on his own to show students how he begins the writing process (SE, Structured
interview transcript, 5-13). While Routman’s program provides flexibility for teachers, teacher
interviews and observations suggest that the writing process is being modeled somewhat
differently in each classroom.
Teachers’ Core Beliefs About Writing Instruction

Before examining how writing instruction is delivered in each of the classrooms in this
study, it is important to explore the beliefs about writing held by each of the three teacher
participants, as Routman emphasizes that shared beliefs about student capabilities are necessary
to produce successful outcomes. Although the fifth-grade curriculum includes a series of
genres, or distinct types of writing, that must be covered during the year, each teacher brings
different background knowledge and unique experiences into the classroom. Each teacher may
select the order in which the genres (poetry, reflective memoir, literary nonfiction, expository
nonfiction, persuasive essay or commentary, and a teacher-choice genre such as biography,
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myth or legend, folk or fairy tales) are presented, and each teacher has different priorities that
shape instruction. Further, each is faced with the task of matching writing instruction to
individual student needs because the writing proficiency of students (the percentage of students
perceived as above-average, average, or struggling writers) in each classroom also guides
instruction. Individual interviews clearly show that teachers want to create the best possible
outcomes for all students, as they seek to create writers who are confident and comfortable with
the writing process. However, they also recognize that this may be a challenging task. The
flexibility of the Regie Routman in Residence: Transforming Our Teaching Through Writing
for Audience and Purpose program (Routman, 2008b) contributes to differences in instruction
across settings as well, although conversations with teachers suggest that similar goals that are
aligned with district expectations and current state standards are set for student writers in each
classroom.

Teacher EM

When asked about the criteria used to judge student writing, Teacher EM began by
stressing that each of her students has a story to tell and that her role is to help students see
themselves as writers who are able to communicate effectively with others. She stated her
belief that expressing ideas and teaching the mechanics and structure of language both play a
role in her instruction, but she struggles to find the balance, noting that “you have to work to
find a way to balance stressing the importance of those things [spelling and grammar] without
doing it in a way that makes kids feel very hesitant to express what they have to say.” The top
writers in her class think that there is value in what they have to communicate and are willing
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to put words out there; “then we can have peer conferences and teacher conferences and do the
hard work of revision—that’s a lot harder” (EM, Structured interview transcript, 5-13).
Teacher EM also noted that she tries to make her students understand that
good writers aren’t people who can sit down and write something great and they’re
done because I feel that even coming into fifth grade, that’s still a lot of their perception
of what a good writer is. They don’t really have an understanding of how much
revision goes into good writing.

Throughout the interview, she often returned to the difficulty of balancing spelling and
grammar with expressing ideas, noting that “the ideas are the hard part, and expressing them
eloquently and concisely is the challenging part…we can clean it up. But if you get garbage
there and perfect mechanics and spelling, then it’s still not saying anything.”

Teacher VB

Teacher VB places less importance on writing mechanics, preferring to save corrections
until after students have expressed their thoughts on paper:
We focus on making sure they get their ideas down first; grammar, editing, any of that,
spelling, nothing matters at all at first—it’s just getting their ideas down. We do not
pay any attention, and it’s hard for some kids because they don’t understand that at
first…when I say I do not care at all about spelling, periods, just get your ideas
down…we’ll have plenty of time to go back later. (VB, Structured interview transcript,
5-13)

When asked about how she evaluates student writing, Teacher VB stated that she needs to
understand what a student has tried to accomplish. She looks for focus—whether a student is
getting his or her point across to the reader—and for organization, asking, “Does the story
make sense?” Teacher VB also values elaboration and the use of figurative language and noted
that spelling and grammar come toward the end of the writing process in her classroom.
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Teacher SE
Teacher SE’s students were taught that good writing clearly expresses what the author
is trying to convey so that others can share the author’s experiences and identify the author’s
purpose:
I would say good writing is full of descriptions and details that really tap into the
senses. I’m a visual person, so if I could read something and visualize it, I think that is
a representation of what good writing is. If someone is writing about chocolate chip
cookies and I could imagine the smell of chocolate chip cookies, I think that writer has
tapped into my senses…I think good writing addresses the senses of the audience or of
the reader. (SE, Structured interview transcript, 5-13)

He also stated his belief that good writing is clear and cohesive and that the objective is easily
understood by the reader.
Teacher SE also stressed the importance of the writing process to his students and noted
that the top writers in his class are students who are willing to reexamine and revise their
writing:
I think that the top writers are the ones who will write a piece and then you’ll see them
go back to it once or twice and they’ll tweak things—not revamp it and not change it
completely, although they’ll tweak minor little sections to it—meaning that their basic
story is there and that they have that initial talent of crafting a good story before they
commit to the paper, and then they look at the writing process of truly editing, adding,
and revising. I think your better writers in fifth grade are the ones where the final piece
doesn’t look all that much like the first piece…they’ve refined it and readjusted it. I
think that’s the one who really embraces the process.

It is clear that the three teachers in this study are in agreement with writing experts who
believe that good writing should have specific goals, target specific audiences, reflect planning,
and demonstrate understanding of the writing process. They value writing that is organized,
cohesive, descriptive, and clearly conveys the author’s message to the reader. Each teacher
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encourages students to think about what they would say before committing ideas to paper and
fully embraces the role of editing, revising, and refining writing to create a final product.
Technology to enhance the writing process was present in each classroom, and opportunities
for writing were provided to students each day. Students in these fifth-grade classes engaged in
a series of increasingly challenging activities that built their skills, competence, and flexibility;
viewing the activities that occurred in fifth-grade classrooms during genre studies suggested
that teachers communicate their beliefs about writing to their students through their instruction.

The Activities of Fifth-Grade Writers During Classroom Writing Time

Students had completed 4 years of writing instruction before entering fifth grade and
had been exposed to narrative writing, persuasive writing, and expository writing through genre
studies in third and fourth grades. Fifth-grade teachers view their role as a transitional one and
frequently express concerns about the need to prepare their students for the increased academic
demands of junior high school. They recognize that students enter their classrooms with
varying skills and that teaching writing to fifth-grade students presents unique challenges: “A
lot of times, the writing craft is hard to teach. A lot of kids just naturally have it or don’t have
it—and I just think it’s hard to help them get it” (VB, Structured interview transcript, 5-13).
Her colleague, Teacher EM, echoed this sentiment, noting that she tries to recognize good
writing and encourage her students:
I try…and if it’s not there, it’s not there. But if I have a kid who either doesn’t see
himself as a strong writer, isn’t recognized as a strong writer by peers, or doesn’t see
himself as a strong student…if he’s done just one thing, even if it’s a small thing, then I
can say, “so and so did this great thing…check this out” just to recognize that and build
him up. (EM, Structured interview transcript, 5-13)
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Both the district’s curriculum guides and Regie Routman’s optimal learning model
emphasize that control of writing products must shift from teacher to student during instruction
to build independent learners. However, ongoing interactions between students and teachers
are critical to the writing process. While the genres included in the fifth-grade curriculum had
been selected by a district literacy committee that includes teachers and administrators, students
were given the opportunity to choose topics for their compositions and essays independently.
Teachers stressed authenticity, noting that their students performed best when writing tasks
were relevant and meaningful. Genres were introduced through class discussion, use of
examples from literature, and small group projects to familiarize students with each type of
writing. Teacher demonstration, modeling, targeted minilessons (focusing on individual
components of writing assignments, such as how to compose an opening sentence, format of
assignments, or information that might be included in specific paragraphs), opportunities for
independent writing, and feedback from classmates and teachers were included in genre studies
as well. In addition, teachers were encouraged to use technology to access resources that had
been shared on the district’s writing wiki, as these tools could assist in planning and presenting
new genres to students. Similar activities were included in Writers’ Workshop and other
process writing approaches (described in Graham & Sandmel’s 2011 meta-analysis) and have
been shown to improve the performance of student writers when combined with strategy
instruction in planning, transforming, and revising writing. How were these steps implemented
in the individual classrooms in this study?
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Teachers’ Perspectives on Writing Instruction

All teachers in this study reported that at least 1 hour each day was spent on dedicated
writing activities and that block scheduling has permitted greater emphasis on regular writing
periods within the fifth-grade curriculum. However, the homework philosophy differed in each
fifth-grade classroom: while Teacher VB assigned a small nightly writing assignment each day,
Teacher SE noted that students were assigned writing about twice each week. However, he
incorporated writing into other assignments in areas such as science and social studies. His
students were also asked to write reflections about reading assignments each evening, although
these could be completed using computer technology (with programs such as Edmodo [2009]
or Kidblog [Kidblog 3, 2010]). In contrast, Teacher EM prefers that students complete writing
assignments in school. She believes that homework has limited value for elementary students
and wants kids to just be kids. She also noted that well-intentioned adults may take over the
writing so that it is no longer the student’s; consequently, she is reluctant to send writing home.
However, students in her classroom were given many opportunities to write across the
curriculum, and she frequently seized unplanned opportunities for writing as they arose. For
example, when a change in school administration was announced, her students were asked to
write letters to the incoming school superintendent suggesting improvements they wished to see
in their schools. Students were also required to research the feasibility of their suggestions.

Classroom Observations of Writing Instruction

As part of the interview process, teachers who participated in this study were asked to
describe what an observer would see while visiting their classrooms during writing time. Both
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formal and informal observations were completed in each setting as well and were consistent
with teacher and student reports as described subsequently.

Teacher EM
Teacher EM began writing lessons by introducing the day’s activities and reminding
students of upcoming due dates for writing assignments. Once she had delivered a short whole
group lesson or taught a key concept, given directions, and responded to questions, students
were given opportunities to work independently. Teacher EM reported that her students might
be writing in their notebooks or on their computers or that they might be conferencing with one
another during writing time. Other students might be meeting individually with her for short
conferences about their compositions. Although Teacher EM frequently modeled writing for
her students, she also remarked that she sometimes saw “something great” that was exciting or
noteworthy during individual conferences. She then asked the student if she could share the
writing with others. Teacher EM used the document camera in her classroom to present these
examples, noting that “so-and-so’s doing this really smart thing…check it out…you might want
to try this in your own writing.”
Collaboration between students was encouraged at all stages of the writing process.
However, Teacher EM noted that it took a lot of time and preparation to teach students to be
constructive with one another and that the success of peer conferencing varied from year to
year. She also stated that the amount of modeling necessary decreases as the year progresses;
while she initially begins by modeling all stages of the writing process including publishing,
students can do more independently after a few months and begin to assume greater control of
their final products.
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Authentic audiences also played a part in Teacher EM’s writing instruction, and
students in her classroom often wrote as part of their science and social studies curricula. To
teach students about metamorphosis, her fifth-graders were asked to write a letter from an adult
frog’s perspective telling tadpoles what to expect as they matured; the letters were then shared
with kindergarten students. Her students were encouraged to use the internet to broaden and
deepen their understanding of assigned topics as they wrote; students in her classroom were
observed researching animal adaptations using a variety of science websites and sharing their
findings with others through discussion and postings on a class website. Teacher EM also
demonstrated writing for her students and frequently brainstormed as new genres were
introduced; the class often created charts that were posted around the room with key features of
different genres. Lists of literary devices, descriptive words, and grammar rules were present
on the walls of her classroom as well.

Teacher SE

Teacher SE’s classroom was less structured, as students in his classroom were
encouraged to incorporate a wide variety of technologies into their writing and could frequently
be found in the hallway adjacent to his classroom with iPods, iPads, and video cameras in hand.
He noted that there’s a little bit of guidance and a little bit of exploring during his writing
periods. A small handful of students are at their desks hand writing because “some of the kids
still enjoy pen and paper and neat handwriting.” He encouraged collaboration and noted that
“you’ll see a handful of kids talking about what they’re going to write about, and I think that’s
important to do.” He encouraged students to tell their stories before writing them because he
believes that once an idea is “in your head,” it will improve as it is put on paper.
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Teacher SE spent a great deal of time walking among his students as they wrote. He
sometimes focused on one or two students and probed for additional details, asking for
elaboration or information as he read their work. Many of his students used their laptops; some
were researching while others were drawing. His students were encouraged to turn their
drawings into stories and were permitted to illustrate their work; writing in his classroom could
also be a podcast or a video recording or a posting to Kidblog (Kidblog 3, 2010). Although he
used a genre approach, Teacher SE allowed students the freedom to choose their topics and
methodology:
I think the whole strategy of teaching writing, at least for me, is that if they want an
authentic audience and an authentic purpose and the teacher is giving you a topic and
saying, “write a one-paragraph essay about it”…that’s doing a disservice to the joy and
purpose of writing. (SE, Structured interview transcript, 5-13)

His students clearly enjoyed sharing their writing projects with their classmates. Podcasts,
student video presentations, and shared stories were part of Teacher SE’s daily writing periods,
and he encouraged students to present plays they had written for their classmates, sometimes in
costume. He was also an active participant in the writing process and could be observed
writing at his desk as students worked independently; he has composed memoirs, fantasies, and
short stories while modeling for his students.

Teacher VB
Teacher VB’s room was more structured than either of the other two classrooms
observed during this study, as she prefers a quiet environment during daily writing time. Once
students were given an assignment within a specific genre, had been provided with examples
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from literature, and had been given opportunities to brainstorm about their ideas, they were
expected to write independently:
They’re allowed to move around the room, so you might see some kids on the floor or
in the corner or at their desks or at a table or they’re spread out, but it’s quiet. And you
would see them writing…they’re not supposed to turn and talk to each other. (VB,
Structured interview transcript, 5-13)

Many of her students preferred using technology versus handwriting; her fifth-graders were
observed writing short plays, essays, and stories on their computers on several occasions.
Students who became stuck were encouraged to seek assistance and were given opportunities to
work with their teacher individually; Teacher VB often had students discuss their ideas with
her, and she helped them begin the writing process by brainstorming and making suggestions.
Students were encouraged to use graphic organizers to record their ideas and were given the
opportunity to tell their stories aloud; as they talked, Teacher VB often jotted down notes that
served as guidelines for students as they began to work independently.
Students in Teacher VB’s classroom were also given feedback about their writing and
were permitted to edit and proofread together during designated class periods. Her comments
to students were individualized and were based on what the student had expressed in his or her
writing; they might concern content, writing style, or grammatical conventions. Each student
in her room had a writing portfolio for keeping finished pieces, and writing was shared as often
as possible. However, only positive comments were permitted when writing was shared
publicly, although students could make suggestions to their classmates while editing or
proofreading.
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Student Perspectives on Writing Instruction

Classroom observations and self-reports indicated that each teacher in this study
attempted to make writing an interactive process and modeled “good writing” from a variety of
genres. However, individual students viewed these efforts quite differently and were not
always certain what the instruction was attempting to accomplish. Interviews with students
suggested that the purpose of their writing assignments was not always clear and that many
students had not learned to use time effectively to plan and complete their work. Teachers
were trying to create independent writers who understood the writing process and could take
control of their writing products; however, many students believed that they would benefit from
more explicit writing instruction.
Conversations with students of varying competencies suggested that writing was not
necessarily perceived as an integrated process that results in an organized, cohesive final
product. While many students described the initial steps in creating writing products and others
recognized the need for revision, the fifth-grade students in this study had not developed an
understanding of how to move through the writing process. They had been handed pieces of a
jigsaw puzzle without instructions for assembly; consequently, effective writing strategies
frequently appeared to be lacking. Many students learned by trial and error and recognized that
they lacked skills needed to communicate effectively with their audiences; therefore, it was
necessary to examine how writing instruction was viewed by students and what they believed
they were learning.
Each of the 15 students who participated in this study was asked to describe the writing
process and the events that occurred in his or her classroom during writing time. Despite
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differences in the abilities of the students, many similarities among their descriptions were
noted, although students clearly held different beliefs about their writing instruction. The
descriptions of class writing activities also reflected the unique perspectives of each student and
were candid, and sometimes humorous, snapshots of writing instruction in three typical fifthgrade classrooms within this school district.
Above-Average Writers’ Perspectives

Student AN

Student AN, an above-average writer, noted that most writing instruction was delivered
by his classroom teacher, with other fifth-grade teachers joining in teaching writing as well.
Although students in his fifth-grade class changed classrooms for science, social studies, and
mathematics instruction, all teachers shared responsibility for language arts instruction and
taught this subject for at least 30 minutes each day. Student AN reported that Teacher EM
frequently modeled and taught writing techniques, but he expressed a preference for the method
used by Teacher AN (his homeroom teacher who was not a participant in the study, although
she taught fifth grade as well). He noted that Teacher AN frequently looked at writing that
students had produced and showed them how to make it better, “as opposed to giving you a
foundation and telling you to build up from it however you want. She’ll look at your building
and make it better, which lets it still be more, in a way, your building” (AN, Structured
interview transcript, 5-10). He also reported that Teacher SE often visited their classroom
during technology lessons and made suggestions about incorporating technology into longer
writing projects. However, he expressed dismay that writing techniques were sometimes
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introduced during science or social studies, making writing instruction more disjointed than he
preferred.
Student AN reported that spelling, grammar, and vocabulary were not taught separately
in his fifth-grade classroom:
Generally they’re just fit into writing whenever they feel like, but usually we don’t
switch for them or anything special, just if it comes up during the process of writing,
then they’ll teach it…it sort of comes in spurts.

He noted that his extensive vocabulary knowledge came from a variety of places: from adults,
from older teenagers, from people his own age, and from older movies and videos.
When asked how students spent their writing time, Student AN provided an explicit
description of events occurring in his classroom, highlighting several off-task behaviors
occurring among his classmates:
Well undoubtedly, in the back corner, closest to the sink, you’d see [two] students
fooling around and not getting any writing done because they do that basically in every
subject….I’m on the opposite side of the classroom, in the opposite corner. Let’s
see…probably three rows in front of them you’d see [another classmate] randomly
talking with everybody in the classroom while still managing to whisper for some
reason; she’s a loud whisperer and can’t talk quietly to save her soul. We don’t have
many doodlers in our class; those are mostly with Teacher EM. If we’re typing on our
computers, which we usually are during writing time, at least we don’t have any of the
random hackers that Teacher SE’s class has…they’ll be downloading programs and
taking other people’s laptops and downloading programs on those, and putting in files.

Student AN was clearly frustrated by the lack of structure during writing time and by
other students’ disruptive behaviors. He would have liked to change the content of written
language instruction in his classroom as well, noting that emphasis was placed on some genres
to the exclusion of others he considered more valuable. Student AN found the emphasis on
autobiography and nonfiction writing “silly,” stating that most writers write fiction and that
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students in his classroom were taught little about how to do research or read statistics while
learning about nonfiction writing.
Student AN was unaware of the Regie Routman program and reported that modeling
and collaboration rarely occurred in his classroom:
See, the thing about our writing time is, one, they say that if we write something
together it’s going to be horribly disjointed, which it probably will be. If we sat around
the carpet just giving ideas, and if we discussed them in small groups, then they figure
that one of us would be doing it and the rest would just be cheating, which I’m sad to
say would also be true, so they generally just have us working alone.

However, Student AN emphasized that writing always had a purpose and reflected the feelings
of the author, even if those reading it did not necessarily understand the intent.

Student GC

Another above-average writer, Student GC, provided a somewhat different picture of
written language instruction. Although her teacher often provided topics for compositions, she
noted that students were given opportunities to plan independently and were encouraged to
create their products without assistance. However, she reported that her teacher often took a
role in editing, emphasizing punctuation, spelling, grammar, and word choice, rather than
content. While she noted that this assistance was appreciated, Student GC remarked that she
did not always agree with suggested changes and questioned her teacher’s skills as a writer.
Student GC also noted that her classroom contained good and poor writers and
described the behaviors of both groups: “The good writers, they never run out of ideas when
they’re writing, and the poor writers, they’re just sitting there…straining their brains.” She
noted that thoughts of good writers
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just come really fast, and they write down, like, this happened and this happened, and
this happened. And then when they’re finished, they’re erasing and writing more and
then erasing and fixing the problems to make it meet their standards and expectations.

In contrast, poor writers struggle to organize their ideas and often have difficulty putting their
thoughts on paper.
She reported that an observer in her room would see some students typing really fast,
while others would not have a lot on their screens
either because they type slowly or because they’re not good writers or both. Most of
the time it’s both, because they’re having such a hard time…they’re struggling, they’re
having such a hard time thinking of something, and they’re struggling with typing of
course. (GC, Structured interview transcript, 5-10)

Although she noted that it was sometimes hard for her to think of ideas, she did not find writing
difficult; however, Student GC reported that her hand sometimes became tired when using pen
or pencil to create an initial copy. Consequently, she preferred using Open Office (a word
processing program; Open Office 3.1, 2010) to generate documents on her computer. Student
GC also stated that she made a habit of rereading her work, noting that she often recognized
and corrected her errors as she read. She often assisted her friends in class by reading their
work and reported that she was recognized as a “pretty good writer” by her teacher and peers.
Despite the benefits of collaboration, Student GC reported that she preferred working alone
because this allowed her to explore her ideas without having to “do your partner’s ideas or
disagree with a group.” She also indicated that she would change the content of writing
instruction because she found many topics “boring” or uninteresting and wished she could
express “anything we want” in her classroom.
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Average Writers’ Perspectives

Student TB

Student TB, an average writer, noted that writing in her fifth-grade classroom began
with brainstorming and research (for nonfiction pieces) or time to create elements of stories if
the genre was fiction or fantasy. She described the writing process as follows:
She [Teacher VB] gave us this assignment and we brainstormed that day. And then the
next day she gave us, like, 3 days if it was nonfiction to research, and if it was fantasy,
to create all the characters and sort of be ready…then we’d spend 2 or 3 weeks writing
it…or, like, a week or 2, whatever time it took to write it. She’d edit it and hand it
back, and you’d make a new copy, print it and hand it in to her. (TB, Structured
interview transcript, 1- 12)

During her interview, as she described writing, she noted that she was permitted to
write about topics she selected and spoke about writing a memoir, historical fiction, and several
fantasy stories. Student TB also stated that she used story webs and other graphic organizers
when writing and that her mother, teacher, and peers were participants in the editing process.
Student TB offered her perspectives about the behaviors of good, average, and poor
writers by noting that
The people who are actually typing and stopping to think and then thinking and then
typing again…I think those are probably the pretty good writers. But the people who
are just…sort of daydreaming and not really doing anything and only have a few words
down…they have a few words down and they’re in a thinking pose…usually if you’re a
good writer, your pencil’s tapping or you’re tapping your eraser to help you think…and
so, it’s usually if they have a few steps down and they’re stopping and deleting,
retyping, stopping, deleting and retyping.
She perceives good writers as active: “let’s get this done, let’s not diddle-daddle…and the other
people are just like, ‘I’m tired, I don’t want to be in this class, I’m so sleepy.’”
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Good writers also use tools (word maps or story webs) to help them organize and plan
their writing; she reported that the poor writers in her room wasted time by playing with their
computers or staring at a blank piece of paper without writing. Although Student TB prefers
writing fantasies and often includes fairy princesses, vampires, and magic in her stories, she
noted that she also writes for science, social studies, and mathematics and that she uses writing
informally to communicate with family members.

Student SF

Another average writer, Student SF, noted that he preferred writing realistic fiction,
although writing genres were selected by his teacher. However, students were usually
permitted to select their topics within the assigned genre. He reported that his teacher (Teacher
EM) often began writing projects by having students develop checklists of things to do…what
to do first, what to do second, and what to do last. Modeling and providing examples were not
usually included as part of class discussion. During third and fourth grades, Student SF became
comfortable using organizational tools to plan his compositions and explained how he used a
“story mountain” to build his stories. He viewed himself as “somewhere in the middle” as a
writer; while he does not “goof around” during writing time, he was concerned about his poor
handwriting, noting that he had tried to improve this in the past. Student SF also noted that
most teacher assistance was provided through editing checklists that were developed during
class discussion and reviewed by his teacher. Students were expected to use these before
submitting finished projects; work containing errors listed on the checklists was returned for
correction. He reported that beginning stories and other writing assignments was most
challenging for him. Coming up with a plot, settings, and additional detail was sometimes
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hard, although he sometimes was able to write his ideas quickly and return to them later in the
writing process. Once he determined how the story would end, putting in the middle was easier
for him.
Student SF also spoke about his observations of good and poor writers in his classroom
and emphasized that good writers read a lot—a point rarely mentioned by other students in this
study. He described good writers as highly focused and noted that their stories were well
thought out; they “messed around” less frequently than poor writers who were often talking or
not working on assigned projects. Student SF reported that students were permitted to write at
various locations within their classroom and did not always remain at their desks; many
students in his room preferred sitting on the ground while using their laptops. Most of his
classmates used their time appropriately and spent writing time actually completing their
writing projects; however, Student SF would have liked more interaction with his teacher, as he
reported that she was often seated at her desk while students worked and did not circulate
among class members. Although students were expected to produce work independently,
collaboration was encouraged; Student SF noted that sometimes “we have better ideas that
way” (SF, Structured interview transcript, 5-11). He also reported that his father sometimes
assisted him with technology and that he had been writing in science, social studies, and
mathematics throughout the year.
A Struggling Writer’s Perspective: Student BB

Student BB, a struggling writer, had a more difficult time describing writing instruction
in his fifth-grade classroom. He reported that he preferred writing about “fun” topics that
required imagination but was unable to name a particular type of writing or genre that he
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favored. Student BB indicated that most writing topics were selected by his teacher (Teacher
AN) and were not always ones he would have chosen, although he reported that he liked some
of her choices. He described the process of writing in simple language: “when I have an idea I
just start writing it, and I’m writing and then I just…” He did not finish his sentence but later
reported that he was “really bad at putting in periods.” Student BB spoke repeatedly about
spelling and noted that he rarely used outlines or rubrics or spoke with his teacher while
writing.
When asked to describe writing instruction, Student BB noted that his teacher was
frequently seated at her computer while students wrote, and that she rarely talked with students
or walked around her classroom to share ideas. Models were rarely provided, although samples
of completed projects from prior years were sometimes made available. Student BB reported
that most students in his class were writing during writing time but that some talking was
permitted. He noted that he frequently used Open Office (Open Office 3.1, 2010) when writing
on his laptop, adding that it was “just like a piece of paper.” However, it was apparent that
Student BB appreciated the availability of the spell-check feature as he wrote. He viewed
himself in the middle among his classmates as a writer, stating that
I have good ideas but, like, I don’t have the best ideas, so…like, it depends on the kind
of writing, because if it’s fun writing I’m probably good at writing, but if it’s, like,
boring writing…you’ll be, like, “nah, I don’t want to read it.” (BB, Structured interview
transcript, 5-10)

Student BB noted that spelling was the most difficult part of writing for him but reported that
grammar and punctuation were less challenging; however, he was unable to speak about the
writing process even when questioned directly.
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Student BB also reported that little collaboration occurred among the students in his
classroom and that students wrote independently. It was also difficult for him to identify the
behaviors that distinguished good writers from other students, stating that good writers were the
ones who were writing “the hardest.” First drafts were frequently handed to his teacher for
correction; Student BB reported that his teacher often corrected spelling and grammar and
sometimes crossed out or corrected sentences that were unclear. However, he would have liked
assistance with word choice and phrasing and help clarifying his ideas. He stated that he
almost never wrote outside of school settings; consequently, his parents rarely assisted him
with writing projects. However, Student BB indicated that descriptive language made writing
more interesting to the reader and felt that audiences also appreciated humor in the material
they read. He was extremely challenged when asked to identify the features of good writing,
but he noted that he tried to adapt his language to his target audience when writing
independently.

Summary

Conversations with above-average, average, and struggling writers strongly suggest that
good writers have well-developed vocabulary skills and attempt to use descriptive language to
convey their ideas to others. Good writers are often good readers as well, and they expand their
word knowledge and understanding of the writing process by examining literature from a
variety of genres. They are willing to experiment with language and frequently revise their
work; they spend writing time engaged in the process of writing and may improve their final
products through discussions with others. In contrast, average and struggling writers are less
willing to immerse themselves in the writing process and have difficulty using tools and
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strategies that can help them translate their thoughts into written pieces. They are less likely to
use organizational tools and preplan their compositions, and they are reluctant to share their
ideas and finished products with other students. It is difficult for them to begin, leading to the
behaviors described by their classmates: staring at their papers, grimacing, talking, and failing
to complete work during classroom writing time.
Despite teachers’ statements that they circulate among their students and offer
suggestions during writing activities, students reported that most work was completed
independently and that their teachers most often focused on punctuation, spelling, and grammar
when providing feedback. Although students may share their thoughts during brief, individual
teacher conferences, observations of these meetings suggest that these discussions do not
address the larger issues of content and organization; emphasis is frequently placed on word
choice and sentence structure rather than on effective communication of thoughts and ideas.
While good writers understand the connection between writing mechanics and effective
communication and often use teacher suggestions to improve their final products, it is unclear
how average and struggling writers benefit from these exchanges. Good writers recognize that
merely correcting punctuation, spelling, and grammar is not sufficient to improve the quality of
their final products and are aware of the role of editing and revision in the writing process.
Teacher and student perceptions of writing instruction in their classrooms are summarized in
Table 4.
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Table 4
Summary of Teacher and Student Writing Perceptions
Teachers

Above-average
writers
·Communication
·Sharing ideas
with classmates
·Self-expression
·Telling a story

Average writers

Struggling writers

·Telling a story
or sharing ideas

·To satisfy
teacher
expectations &
meet assignment
requirements

Goals of
writing
(purpose)

·Communication

Activities
during writing
instruction

·Demonstrating
genres
·Modeling
·Student
conferencing
·Providing
feedback

·Planning and
organizing ideas,
outlining
·Writing
·Conferencing
with teacher
·Sharing stories
with peers
·Editing

·Some use of
rubrics and
organizing tools
·Writing
·Making
corrections

·Writing (without
advance
planning),
·Recording ideas
·Off-task
behaviors such as
talking to others
or playing with
technology

Feedback
reported

·Individualized
·Use of editing
checklists

·Changes in word
choice
·Suggestions for
adding detail

·Correction of
errors in
punctuation,
spelling, and
grammar

·Correction of
punctuation,
spelling, and
grammar
·Deletion or
correction of
unclear sentences

CHAPTER 5

ATTITUDES TOWARD WRITING

While teachers strive to create students who understand and embrace the writing
process, conversations with the students and teachers in this study suggest that students must
learn to like writing and that their experiences with writing shape their attitudes toward writing
activities in their classrooms. Social-cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986) suggests that students’
attitudes toward writing are formed by observations of others engaged in similar tasks; the
messages they receive from teachers, parents, and classmates; and information they obtain from
their interpretations of their efforts (Pajares, 1997, 2002b). Individuals must take an active role
in their development and can make things happen by their actions. Self-efficacy beliefs,
“people’s judgments of their capabilities to organize and execute courses of action required to
attain designated types of performances” (Bandura, 1986, p. 391), play a central role in how
students and their teachers approach writing tasks; however, conversations with the students
and teachers in this study suggest that the relationship between attitude and writing competence
is complex. Not all good writers consistently enjoy writing, nor do all poor writers dislike this
activity. Many good writers, including those in this study, do not recognize their successes,
while the two least competent writers in this study (one male, one female) overestimated their
writing skills.
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As previously noted, numerous researchers (Bandura, 1989a, 1997; Pajares, 1997, 2007;
Zimmerman, 2002; Zimmerman et al., 1996) have noted that self-efficacy beliefs affect the
goals people set for themselves, the strategies they select, and their anxiety levels about
completing demanding tasks. Bruning, Dempsey, Kauffman, McKim, and Zumbrunn (2012)
suggested that three classes of activities are involved in writing: generating ideas (ideation),
expressing those ideas using appropriate writing conventions, and managing writing decisions
or self-regulation. Student judgments of writing self-efficacy may be formed by how easily
students believe they can achieve success in each of these domains.
The students and teachers in the present study were asked about their attitudes toward
writing and about the criteria by which good writing might be evaluated. Their comments
suggest that generation of ideas, expressing ideas clearly using language-related conventions,
and self-regulation are all valued. But each student and each teacher in this study appeared to
weigh these activities somewhat differently, leading to differing judgments about their skills
and the competence of others. Examination of teachers’ and students’ comments can provide
some insight into how writing attitudes are formed and how they affect the classroom
performance of above-average, average, and struggling writers. How do students and their
teachers approach daily writing activities, and how do their attitudes toward writing affect their
written products? How important do they feel writing is, and what steps are they willing to
take to become better writers?

Teacher Attitudes and Competencies

Despite differences in teacher training and interests, all fifth-grade teachers in this study
were required to teach writing to students in their homeroom classes by following the scope

103
and sequence agreed upon by the school district’s curriculum committee. Additionally,
teachers were encouraged to incorporate the activities included in Regie Routman’s optimal
learning model into their daily instruction. These guidelines were adopted with the purpose of
ensuring that all students within the district developed the ability “to write independently for
different purposes using previously taught skills” (School district fifth-grade curriculum guide,
2013-2014, p. 5); however, each teacher in this study approached the task very differently. The
attitudes of each teacher toward writing and the degree of structure in each classroom also
appeared to play a significant role in student outcomes; student perceptions of their teachers’
attitudes toward writing clearly affected their feelings about writing instruction and their
judgments of the importance of writing to their future educational and career paths.

Teacher SE

When asked about the value of writing for his students, Teacher SE began by stating
that “writing is a great skill to have that’s going to lend itself to any given subject or any part of
life” (SE, Structured interview transcript, 5-13). Consequently, he believes that his role as a
teacher is to show his students that writing has a purpose and that the reasons and audiences for
written communications expand as they get older.
In the course of his professional career, Teacher SE has discovered that writing plays a
significant role in his daily responsibilities. Writing well has been important to his success: “if
you have a well-written piece, you’re going to be taken more seriously.” He also noted that
mastering the mechanics of writing has permitted him to spend more time thinking about the
content of his writing and the writing process; Teacher SE clearly values the generation of
ideas most and encourages his students to use available tools and technology to create their
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writing pieces. However, he believes that use of correct writing conventions is necessary as
well. Teacher SE also views writing as part of an agenda rather than as an isolated activity. He
does not keep a journal and does not write every day “just to write.” However, he incorporates
writing into some of his activities and reported that
when I travel, I will take a little travel diary and I’ll jot down interesting things that I
see, much like a postcard…you’ll forget things you see, whereas if you write it down,
it’s a reflection, or a lot of times if I go to demonstrate a memoir to my students, I’ll go
back to my travel logs and say, “Oh, let’s see what I was thinking when I went to the
east coast on my first whale-watching tour.”

Teacher SE uses his independent writing to improve his instruction and encourages his students
to record their experiences and feelings.
Interestingly, Teacher SE also reported that he does not consider himself to be a good
writer. Rather, he views himself as an efficient writer; he looks at what he needs to accomplish
and what needs to be expressed on paper before he begins. He does not labor over his writing
and perceives himself as a “lazy” writer, although he does not necessarily view this as being
bad. Rather, he sees his writing as a reflection of his personality and feels that his writing
reflects his easy-going nature: “So when you read my writing, I write like I speak, and that
comes from the heart.” Much of the writing he shares with his students reflects his
experiences; Teacher SE spent several minutes describing a memoir he had composed about
“The Muppet Show” and how it brought his family together on Saturday evenings.
Teacher SE is an active participant in the writing process in his classroom and models
both writing activities and writing products for his students. When a story starter was provided
for his students, he wrote his own story during this 3-minute exercise and shared this with his
class, showing his students how he approached the task and began composing his story.
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If you can show that writing is exciting and that you enjoy it, that’s the way to interest
them. Maybe you’ll not reach all the students at one point in time, but at least a few of
the students will see it and say “wow, he really enjoys writing,” and it’s cool to enjoy
writing.

Teacher EM

Teacher EM is perceived as the best writer among her fifth-grade colleagues and began
by discussing the importance of writing:
I think that teaching the craft of writing is incredibly important…writing for me is our
lives, whether you’re looking at science, math…it’s everywhere. As far as ranking it, I
think it’s on the same level as reading and math…I don’t think it’s above or below…I
think it’s of equal importance. (EM, Structured interview transcript, 5-13)

She noted that she had become a lifelong writer, despite ebbs and flows, although she did not
begin her school career feeling successful about her efforts:
In school, I was the kid who was very hesitant to write—I was not a good speller,
grammar rules seemed ambiguous and not black-and-white to me, so I was very
reserved. In high school, I had a teacher who really encouraged me to write and made
me feel much more confident as a writer, and probably by college, I started being
myself more as a writer.

Teacher EM remembers her experiences when teaching writing to her students and tries
hard not to discourage their efforts, although she clearly acknowledges that good writing is
difficult.
I remember, I was a freshman in college, and one of my professors handed a paper
back—I was a good student, I was top 10%, National Honor Society president, made
great grades—and it said, “this is not acceptable.” I was floored, but it wasn’t
[acceptable], it was terrible. But again, it’s also because I was so self-conscious of it
that I really didn’t try to get stuff out there and get some help with the editing or
spelling that I needed at the time.
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As an adult, Teacher EM has continued to write, although she reported that she has
done more or less writing at different points in her life. She has written essays and memoirs
and has written essays for her daughter about her daughter’s adoption that she plans to share
with her daughter in later years. She has also submitted work to writing contests in the past,
although she noted that she is presently busy with two children and is writing less: “I do notice
things and put them in my writer’s notebook, and hopefully, someday I’ll come back to them.”
Teacher EM believes that she needs to make her students understand the value of
writing by sharing the writing process. She wants her students to believe that they are capable
of becoming successful writers and emphasizes their “voice and choice” in the pieces they
produce. Consequently, she shares both unfinished and finished writing with her students: “I
want them to see all the stages that it took just to get there and that even when I’m rereading,
I’m always rethinking it.” Teacher EM acknowledged the difficulties and frustrations of the
writing process and the risk-taking required to become proficient, noting that her really bright
kids often take the safest route possible to get the A and be done. Because writing is “very
gray, and it’s not, you know…follow steps 1, 2, 3 and you will get an A on this assignment, I
think it makes them feel like they’re in free fall, and it makes them very uneasy.” But value is
also placed on perseverance; while writing is hard work, she encourages her students to stick
with it because she believes the outcome is worth the effort.

Teacher VB

Although Teacher VB has primarily taught mathematics during her teaching career, she
believes that writing may be more important than subjects such as science, social studies, or
mathematics. Writing skills are fundamental to success in all academic areas, although these
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areas are clearly intertwined. Teacher VB stresses writing for many purposes in her fifth-grade
classroom and reported that her students write throughout the day. Nightly writing homework
is assigned to reinforce skills because she wants her students to learn to write independently
and feels that they benefit from being responsible for daily writing pieces. Teacher VB also
emphasizes the relationship between reading and writing and encourages her students to
identify the literary techniques used by authors to keep readers engaged in their novels: “I try to
have them look at text that they enjoy reading and think about writing it” (VB, Structured
interview transcript, 5-13).
Teacher VB considers herself a good writer and also attempts to write outside of school
environments. Like Teacher EM, she maintains a writing journal, although she reported going
in phases as well. Teacher VB reported: “Sometimes…oh, probably a month, or a few weeks, I
will get into the routine of writing in a journal every night, and then for whatever reason, I may
stop for a while and then start again.” However, she prefers to use examples of published
works from each genre presented in her classroom to model for her students rather than share
her own writing as she tries to immerse students in the genres they study.
Teacher VB tries to find activities that will get students excited about writing and has
found that many of her fifth-graders enjoy writing her a weekly letter about books that they are
reading. Although she finds it challenging to read 22 children’s letters each week, she views
the letters as ongoing conversations and tries hard to provide meaningful feedback for each
student. Teacher VB wants her students to enjoy writing and tries to show them how reading
and writing can be integrated to improve the quality of the work they produce. Consequently,
she has allowed her students to express their creativity by inventing new endings for books they
have read and embraces the use of technology in her classroom to facilitate the writing process.
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Relationship Between Teachers’ Attitudes and Practices

Formal teacher interviews, informal conversations, and classroom observations show
that each teacher in this study believes that it is important for all students in their classes to
learn to write well. They provide models of good writing within the genres they are teaching
and try to provide guidance and feedback to build students’ confidence in their writing abilities.
However, the teachers in this study clearly differ in their methodologies. Teacher SE is
spontaneous and immerses himself in the writing process; he composes along with his students
and is an active participant in their efforts. He openly shares his ideas and provides examples
from his experiences, often adding material from outside sources that he finds relevant or
entertaining.
In contrast, Teacher EM wants her students to understand and embrace the writing
process so that they view themselves as successful writers. To achieve this goal, she models
each stage of the writing process and shows students how she moves from composing to
revising, editing, and publishing, often using samples of her own writing that have been
prepared in advance. Teacher EM describes herself as “forthcoming” and is willing to share
her thought processes with her students because she wants them to understand that writing is an
ongoing, dynamic process that requires effort and hard work. Her students participate in
explicit lessons about sentence structure, grammar, and editing as well because she believes
that these elements occupy an equally important position in written language instruction. She
encourages her students to write independently but remains available to assist them during
writing time; “I need to make them see that it’s something I value and that…it’s something I
believe they can do” (EM, Structured interview transcript, 5-13).
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Finally, Teacher VB is the most structured of the three teacher participants and adheres
most closely to the district’s writing curriculum. Although she also models writing for her
students and provides many examples of the genres she teaches, she does not often share her
own writing, preferring to use published works instead. Her students are given tools such as
graphic organizers, rubrics, and checklists to help them move through the writing process, and
group discussions help students identify important features of the genres they study. Teacher
VB also has students create sample pieces by working together as a class; after collaborating,
students work alone. Time is provided for students to brainstorm and share ideas, but her
students are expected to compose independently. Teacher VB then spends time in brief
discussions with individual students to help them navigate the writing process; the content of
these exchanges is different for each student. Her goal is to help each writer communicate his
or her ideas clearly; she wants to help students gain enjoyment from writing while teaching
them to successfully navigate the writing process.

Student Attitudes Toward Writing

The teachers in this study attempted to build student skills by sharing their thoughts and
beliefs about writing with their students and encouraging students to become engaged, active
participants in the writing process. Students were given opportunities to select topics within
assigned genres and were allowed to share their ideas with their teachers and peers. Many
technology options were provided, and students could select preferred environments during
independent writing times. Yet these measures were not always successful; several of the
student writers in this study continued to experience difficulty mastering the writing process
and sometimes were reluctant to edit, revise, publish, and share their writing pieces. The
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attitudes expressed by the above-average writers in this study suggest that they had learned to
evaluate their skills and writing habits; however, the less skilled writers were less confident
about their choices and less aware of their weaknesses. In addition, struggling writers required
instructional supports that were not always available in their fifth-grade classrooms.

Above-Average Writers

Student KE

Student KE, an accomplished writer, began by expressing a sentiment that was echoed
by many of the more successful female writers in this study, including Students OL, HH, and
SK: While she views many writing activities as fun and often writes spontaneously, there are
certain genres and activities that she clearly dislikes. She has completed many kinds of writing
during her school career and has learned to write for diverse audiences (including kindergarten
students, middle school students, and same-age peers) and discussed writing nonfiction stories,
plays, and poems: “Poems are kind of my thing; I like poems…I like, well not fiction, not
nonfiction…just writing, just making up something.”
Student KE excels at composing stories based on her own experiences and maintains a
notebook that she writes things in, “like ministories, like beginnings and stuff” (KE, Structured
interview transcript, 5-11). She tries to record ideas as she gets them and often writes at home
during her free time, even when writing is not assigned. Student KE described a piece she had
recently written about experiencing life from a dog’s perspective and discussed writing her
story, correcting it, and rewriting it over a weekend. She is willing to experiment with her
writing and likes language that is “fun and peppy...instead of using the word laugh, I can use
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giggle.” She feels that good writing has passion and conveys the author’s feelings; although
she is not an avid reader, she feels that reading has expanded her word knowledge and
vocabulary skills.
Student KE’s writing clearly conveys her enjoyment of the writing process and her
mastery of the writing craft. When provided with a brief story starter and 3 minutes to write,
she produced this short piece:
The bus driver had a bus full of children when it drove into the mysterious fog…
All of the children turned into aliens, monsters and witches. The bus driver ran out of
the bus. They were not on the road anymore. They were in Halloween town! There
were wolves and hippers [sic] and cat ladies walking around. The bus driver saw the
children. They were… (KE, writing sample, 9-10)

However, Student KE was not satisfied with her initial attempt; following this exercise,
she composed a second story at home using the same story starter. Although she reported that
she eventually became bored and wrote something else, her willingness to revisit her writing is
a characteristic she shares with other above-average writers. Student KE believes that going
back allows her to make better word choices and adds excitement to her finished products.
Student KE uses writing to express her thoughts and feelings and believes she conveys
her uniqueness through the pieces she writes. She wants to have fun when she writes: “if
there’s something I’m not really enthusiastic about, then I won’t have fun writing it. I have fun
when I write when I think of ideas.” Looking back at her earlier writing has also allowed her to
recognize how far she has come as a writer. She is no longer satisfied with simple sentences
and basic vocabulary and realizes that planning and editing are essential. Consequently, she is
willing to correct her work to make it better and shares her writing with her mother, her
teacher, and her classmates. Student KE continues to experiment with language and feels she
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has benefited from the feedback she receives from others; she clearly enjoys writing and
embraces the writing process.

Student OL

Another of the above-average writers in this study, Student OL, also reported that she
only enjoys certain types of writing, although she realizes that “writing has a part in
everything…you always have to write” (OL, Structured interview transcript, 5-12). Mysteries
and realistic fiction are her preferred genres; she does not like writing poems or shorter pieces
because she feels that it is difficult to fit everything she wants to say into a small paragraph.
Student OL has also written essays for science and social studies and finds them easier to write
but doesn’t like writing “nonfiction and about things that have actually happened.” It is
challenging for her to integrate research into her writing; “when you write for language arts you
can think about anything you want and write about it. There isn’t a wrong answer, but for
science there is—you have to think more.”
Student OL enjoys independent writing and welcomes the opportunity to write every
day, although she reported that she does not have time to maintain a journal outside of school.
While she recognizes that good writers practice writing to improve their skills, she also
believes that learning grammar and punctuation are essential. However, Student OL does not
usually plan or organize in advance:
When the story comes to me I just start writing right away. Let’s say I run out of time
or have something that will not come until later in the story, then I’ll put something in
parentheses saying, “do this” or “remember that this will happen later on,” but I don’t
really organize anything.
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She views herself as a good writer and reported that she follows through and completes the
pieces she begins: “Once I start a piece I keep going on with it—I pull through with it and I
finish it. I am also pretty good with my grammar and punctuation.” But Student OL described
herself as an impatient writer as well; she wants to begin writing quickly and does not find
formal organizational tools especially helpful. However, she feels that she would benefit by
learning to organize and plan her pieces, noting that she does not use rubrics, outlines, or
graphic organizers unless they are required.
Student OL is also a selective reader and reported that she is “very picky” about the
books she likes and dislikes. She prefers books that move quickly and build to a climax:
I understand that some books are slow in the beginning, but I prefer books that aren’t
slow as much. Like, when you start reading it, it starts the action right away or
something out of the ordinary happens—that’s what keeps me reading.

Although she recognizes the connection between reading and writing, she does not feel that
reading has taught her to write. Rather, Student OL’s stories come from her head and reflect
whatever she is thinking about. She gets her ideas from little things that have happened in
everyday life: “they trigger big ideas that I can write about.” Student OL may return to her
notes as she completes her writing, but once she has completed a piece to her satisfaction,
Student OL rarely revisits her work. Although she is aware that editing might improve her
pieces, she is anxious to record her thoughts and move forward; Student OL does not look
back.
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Student JV

Student JV, another of the above-average writers in this study, also reported that he
prefers some genres over others. He particularly likes sports and enjoys composing realistic
fiction; while he may begin with events that have actually occurred, he often retells stories in
his own words and inserts characters of his choosing. Although Student JV dislikes writing
about unfamiliar topics, he is willing to attempt this:
Sometimes I’ll get a topic that I don’t really like and I’ll make up something I guess is
ok, but I think maybe I could make it a little better and it might not be as bad as I
thought. (JV, Structured interview transcript, 6-11)
Student JV described writing as “pretty fun”; he enjoys this activity and often shares his
finished products with his parents. He realizes that writing will be important as he prepares for
college and future employment, although he would like to pursue a career as a professional
athlete. Student JV does not write outside of school on a regular basis but reported that he
keeps a journal when he travels, recording day-to-day events and his reactions to them. He
believes that expressing ideas is more important than spelling and grammar, although Student
JV noted that good writers know grammar and vocabulary and can distinguish between “ok”
sentences and really good ones.
Student JV enjoys reading and likes stories that “authors just think of out of their
heads”; he does not like biographies and described them as “just facts and facts and facts.” He
has discovered that good authors can use descriptive language to “paint pictures in your head.”
Rather than simply saying, “a cat jumped over a log,” they will describe what the cat looked
like and might use, “leaped over the wide, hollow log” instead. Reading helps students
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discover new words, “and with those words you can make your writing better, because you use
better vocabulary.”
Student JV does not plan his writing in advance and does not use outlines, story webs,
or other organizational tools consistently. Instead, he prefers to think things out as he writes.
After completing a first draft, he will check his spelling and grammar, but he will then hand it
to his teacher or review it with him to see what he can do to make it better. Although some of
his papers have included research, he writes many papers using similar formats. Student JV is
most comfortable writing fictional stories and uses this genre even when completing science or
social studies projects; he was able to complete a paper about weather conditions by describing
the observations of a college student in Alabama but realizes that he will need to complete
research papers and science laboratory exercises as he moves forward in his academic career.
Student JV also appreciates the models that have been provided by his teacher and
especially enjoyed writing a twisted fairy tale this year; he was also proud of a memoir he
composed about a toy race track he played with as a child. He believes that the purpose of
writing is to learn about ideas but recognizes that “writing things over” and learning grammar
are also part of the writing process.

Student AN

Student AN is a voracious reader and a prolific writer. He described his attitude toward
writing by likening it to photography, noting that both allow people to express themselves in
ways that others can clearly understand. He recognizes that writing serves many purposes and
spoke in detail about the role of religious writings throughout history; once he was redirected in
the interview, Student AN stressed the importance of writing in finding employment and noted
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that many jobs require writing in their own right. He also recognizes the need to write as part
of his school curriculum but stated that he would write even if this were not required because
“it’s still a wonderful way of communication and I kind of like writing” (AN, Structured
interview transcript, 5-10).
Although he often writes outside of school, he does not maintain a journal: “I was never
into the whole journal thing and I don’t do diaries or any of that jazz.” But he vividly recalled
having to keep a journal in first grade:
Most of the time they just made me write something, even if it was not about anything.
So half of the time I would be writing about uncles coming to visit…a fourth of the time
I was writing about cake, and the rest of the time I was doing this badly worded epic…it
was like “Zoobie Shazar Attacks the Fire of Passion”…it sounded like a Saturdaymorning sitcom…it was very bad.

Like other above-average writers, Student AN has genres he prefers, although he has
experimented with many types of writing. He enjoys complex fantasy novels and works with
philosophical undertones and does not enjoy reading or writing nonfiction:
Generally most of our writing is expository, I think that’s the word for it…but I never
paid attention in second grade when they were teaching it…as my brother said, “if they
teach you what kinds of essays to write but never teach you how to write a good essay,
what’s the point?”
Student AN likens writing an essay to making a friend: “you have to think of connections with
yourself and you have to think of connections with what you would like to write.”
Consequently, he often includes science fiction themes in his writing; even when asked to write
a memoir, Student AN was able to connect real characters with fictional events occurring in the
future.
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Student AN also reported that he often “sarcastically mocks” people when completing
school writing assignments because he finds many assigned topics “annoying.” He recalled a
“young authors” piece he had completed in fourth grade that began with, “If I could have a
collection of….” Student AN selected sticky notes: “If I could have a collection of anything it
would be sticky notes…I would have thousands and thousands so that I could write the entire
abridged Cliff Notes of War and Peace.” However, Student AN has been reminded that some
of his content is not appropriate for school assignments; consequently, he has learned to take a
more conventional approach to writing this year.
Although he is an outstanding writer, Student AN does not use rubrics, outlines, or
other organizational tools to plan his compositions, a characteristic he shares with other aboveaverage writers in this study. He reported that he usually has a vague idea of what he wants his
piece to look like before he begins but finds that the longer he works on it, the better it
becomes. Still, he noted that he often begins writing pieces without completing them:
Well, I don’t have a very good work ethic, like, I won’t continue on with the
writing…I’ll write a ton the first 3 days or so and then I’ll never get back to it. It’s the
same way with the games I make. I like to make stuff, I like to think of how to make
stuff, but I don’t generally have enough enthusiasm left over to actually finish making
it.

He does not hold himself to a schedule when writing and does not write unless he feels like
writing. Student AN periodically revisits older writing and may rewrite pieces he has
completed in the past to improve them. However, he views writing as a form of expression that
allows him to share feelings with others; Student AN uses writing to communicate and values
writing that allows him to connect with his environment.
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Average Writers

Student TB
Although she is perceived as an average writer, Student TB’s attitudes toward writing
are similar to those of the above-average writers in this study. She enjoys writing because it
gives her something to do; “it’s really fun to think about fantasy and adventure and action and
romance…those genres are just fun to write about because they get your mind moving” (TB,
Structured interview transcript, 1-12). She also realizes the importance of writing and noted
that “without writing you have no way to send messages to anybody.” Student TB envisions
herself as an author, actress, or nurse in the future and stressed the importance of writing in
each of these careers, noting that it would be especially important to get her ideas down on
paper if she chose a career as an author. She prefers fantasy to other genres because “you can
never go wrong with it because it’s made up; it’s just the first thing that comes into your head.”
However, she feels she is most successful writing realistic fiction because “fantasy gets a little
crazy.”
Student TB reported that she has attempted to write nonfiction as well but that it takes a
great deal of time to research everything. Consequently, she becomes bored and may not finish
what she has started, although she finishes nonfiction pieces that are assigned for her classes.
Like other writers in this study, Student TB revisits pieces she has started or completed in the
past; she maintains a diary on her computer and periodically adds new pages to her older
writing. She formerly kept a written diary in third and fourth grades, but her increased
homework load allowed her little time to write independently once she entered fifth grade. She
reported that she writes across her curriculum, but finds some assignments difficult to
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complete. Student TB attempts to add a voice, humor, and occasional sarcasm to science
laboratory reports, although this may not be appropriate or necessary. Yet she feels constrained
by the need to include real data as she writes, despite the fact that this is critical for scientific
writing. Writing for social studies and mathematics presents challenges for her as well; Student
TB finds it difficult to explain mathematics problem-solving in words.
Student TB enjoys reading fantasies but noted that she loves to read and reads “anything
that I can get my hands on.” She reads rapidly and reported reading Harry Potter and the
Sorcerer’s Stone in 3 days; she likes books that keep her on edge and welcomes opportunities
to read independently. She also believes that reading has helped her improve her writing
because she has learned to write from the reader’s perspective: “A good writer puts him or
herself in the place of the reader and they sort of, like, think…if I read this book, what would I
want…what would I search for?” She also preplans her stories and uses a word map or graphic
organizer to record her ideas before she begins to write. Although she considers herself a good
writer, she realizes that her punctuation, spelling, and grammar could be improved; Student TB
noted that she often creates run-on sentences that go on and on without stopping. She also
believes that she benefits from peer and adult editing and likes having input from others with
different perspectives.

Student AK

Although she is also viewed as an average writer by her teachers, Student AK loves to
write and spends time outside of school composing stories. She reported that she had spent a
recent rainy Sunday writing and described her adventure story in detail. She noted that many
of her ideas come from her surroundings or her imagination and that she considers writing a
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way of sharing amazing stories with others. Student AK considers writing an important skill
and noted that writing had been used to create many important letters and historical documents
in the past. She also believes that writing will likely play a part in her future career as a teacher
or veterinarian.
Student AK has not always considered herself a good writer, but she comes from a
family in which writing has been encouraged. Her mother is a science teacher, and her aunt
and a younger cousin have modeled good writing habits since she was very young. Student AK
noted that her aunt kept ideas for stories in a hat and that she and her mother wrote stories
based on these ideas when she was younger. Her aunt and cousin have also shared their stories
with her, fueling her desire to become a better writer. Student AK feels that her ability to
remain focused on her stories has improved as she has matured; however, she stated that it is
still challenging for her to follow a story line as she is composing. Consequently, she often
creates a draft containing her characters’ names, events in her story, and a short summary
before she begins writing because she believes that planning helps her create the stories she
wants to share with others.
Like other classmates, Student AK prefers realistic fiction; she likes to write adventure
stories and keeps a writing journal to record her ideas. However, she believes she can adapt
when other writing styles are called for and reported that she changes her perspective and uses
“bigger words” when writing for science or social studies. She considers “serious writing” less
fun than composing adventures or fantasy stories but realizes that she is learning about new
topics through writing activities in her classes.
Student AK also appreciates feedback and feels that others’ suggestions and advice
have helped her improve her writing. She noted that good editing requires careful reading and
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rereading and the ability to accept criticism from others, although she would like to be able to
write without having to fix her errors afterwards. Student AK enjoys collaborating with
classmates and exchanging stories with peers while editing. However, she does not always
accept changes others may suggest, although she believes that discussing ideas with others
helps her understand their perspectives.

Student ME
Student ME’s interview was different from conversations with other average writers
and showed that the average writers who participated in this study can be separated into two
distinct categories. Many average writers are enthusiastic about writing and enjoy this activity
in school and home environments, while others such as Student JD, another average writer, are
less eager and describe their feelings toward writing less positively. Student ME is one of the
latter group and began by describing her attitude toward writing as “in the middle…sometimes
I’m in the mood to write and sometimes I’m not.” She explained that she does not like to write
when she is tired but recognizes that there are times when she needs to write for school
assignments regardless of her mood. However, she prefers other activities and would rather use
her computer for drawing, designing, or playing games.
While Student ME believes that writing is important, she initially preferred to discuss
others’ writing rather than reflecting on her own. She enjoys reading stories that allow her to
get to know the characters in a novel; consequently, she prefers reading realistic fiction over
other genres. However, she has been reading poetry in recent months and has been writing
haikus based on assigned texts. In conjunction with her poetry studies, Student ME has been
reading Shel Silverstein’s Falling Up, but she does not easily make connections between
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reading and writing and does not believe that reading has had a measurable effect on her skills
as a writer. She acknowledges that writing well is an important skill but is uncertain how
writing may relate to her future occupation because she is presently considering careers in
cooking or photography.
Student ME does not keep a journal or diary and does most of her writing at school.
Much of her writing homework is editing practice, as her teacher encourages students to reread
and correct their work using editing checklists that have been prepared co-operatively in class.
Although she is a competent writer, Student ME does not write spontaneously; unlike many of
the above-average and average writers in this study, she does not write for enjoyment and
would rather spend her time engaged in other activities. However, she is able to generate topics
without difficulty and discussed her desire to write about her family’s home in Michigan and
about her dog. Student ME also attempts to inject humor into her writing and uses her
experiences to create the characters and events in her stories.
As Student ME described the writing process and her feelings about writing in her
classroom, it became apparent that she places the greatest emphasis on the secretarial aspects of
writing. This was also prominent in the researcher’s conversation with Student JD, another
average writer who participated in this study, as he emphasized that correct grammar and
punctuation were the most important features of good writing (JD, Structured interview
transcript, 5-12). Student ME spoke at length about her teacher’s role, reporting that Teacher
EM spent most instructional time teaching about grammar and punctuation: “when she helps us
with our writing she gets out this gigantic piece of paper, and for our punctuation, she writes it
all down…like, she has sentences and puts the comma and the exclamation point there” (ME,
Structured interview transcript, 5-11). Consequently, she asks questions about spelling and
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grammar when speaking with her teacher but does not rely on her for organizational assistance
or help generating ideas. Even when exchanging stories with peers, Student ME places
emphasis on finding errors in punctuation, spelling, and grammar; she rated herself as a B+
writer because she’s “not so good at spelling words.” When asked about organizational tools,
Student ME noted that she moves lines around on her computer as she writes, although she
does not preplan or outline her work before she begins, preferring to “just write.” She has also
learned to use computerized editing tools and spoke about the need to look at corrections before
printing her work.

Student SF
Student SF also described himself as “in the middle” when discussing writing, noting
that he had never been a big fan of it. He stated that his poor handwriting affected his ability to
write, and he has welcomed the opportunity to use a computer in his fifth-grade classroom.
However, he also observed that “the computer has kind of taken over writing…like, if you
think about it, there’s not many letters and stuff out now, because more people are sending
emails” (SF, Structured interview transcript, 5-11). Although most of his writing is done in
school, Student SF reported that he writes notes and letters to family members outside of the
school environment; his mother insists that thank-you letters must be hand written and can’t be
printed with his computer.
Student SF is also aware of the many types of writing he completes during the school
day and spoke about writing for social studies by using a planner. He also writes in his math
journal each day and has learned to use writing to describe the steps he follows when solving
mathematics problems. When given his choice of genres, Student SF prefers writing realistic
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fiction, as noted earlier; he relies on organizers to help him plot his stories and feels that
recording his ideas before beginning helps him build his stories more successfully. He is most
challenged when starting his stories and determining how they will end; “putting in the middle
is the easiest.” He separates generating ideas from writing mechanics: “If I really have ideas
I’ll write them down real fast on the paper and then I’ll go back and write them out after I
write.”
Although he does not often collaborate with other students when writing and feels he
can complete most pieces without teacher assistance, Student SF would like more interaction
with his teacher during writing time. He feels that his teacher might be able to help him stay
focused and on topic as he writes and that he would benefit from more ongoing assistance. His
mother reads over what he writes at home and offers helpful suggestions; Student SF also uses
editing checklists supplied by his teacher and feels that these have helped him to improve his
writing. However, Student SF most enjoys the technology associated with writing and
welcomes opportunities to assist his classmates when things go wrong with their computers.
He believes that technology will play an even greater role in writing as he prepares for college
and feels it has been helpful to him to begin using his laptop this year.

Struggling Writers

Student NG

Although she is perceived as a struggling writer who uses basic vocabulary when
speaking and writing, Student NG does not dislike writing and believes her writing has been
improving in recent months. She enjoys the time she spends writing, as it gives her the
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opportunity “to write down the stuff you want to say—instead of telling someone about it, you
get to write it down” (NG, Structured interview transcript, 2-12). However, when asked about
the importance of writing, she was unsure of how important it might be to her in the future,
although she rated it as an 8 on a 1-to-10 scale. Student NG noted that “you use it mostly in
everything you have to do,” but she is not yet certain about whether she will select a career
requiring writing proficiency.
Student NG prefers writing about memories of things that happened in her past and has
recently been working on a personal memoir. However, she reported writing poems, memoirs,
and stories this year, although she does not keep a journal or diary to record her thoughts. She
enjoys reading adventure stories and fantasies, but most of her reading has been limited to
books and novels assigned by her teachers during her language arts classes this year. Because
she has written essays and reports about books she has read, she sees connections between
reading and writing; however, Student NG does not use examples from texts when writing
independently. She uses rubrics or organizing tools if they are provided for her, but she does
not preplan her compositions and does not use organizing tools spontaneously.
Student NG indicated that she may use examples provided by her teachers when
beginning a new piece, although she sometimes begins with her own ideas. She often relies on
information provided by others when completing longer writing projects; however, her
description of the writing process was vague and difficult to understand. “Well first, like,
usually, they give me the information that I need to do for a project…like, when we do get it,
we get all that information and we, like, turn it into an essay or a report.” When asked how this
was accomplished, she was unable to explain the steps she followed, although she noted that in
science, it was necessary to explain what she had done. Student NG noted that memoirs were
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completed by listing possible ideas, then selecting the one she wished to write about, but she
struggled to describe how she developed her ideas.
Student NG sometimes approaches her teachers during writing times and is comfortable
asking questions about her ideas. First drafts are frequently submitted for correction; while
punctuation, spelling, and grammar are emphasized, occasional suggestions for rewriting
(“instead of that you could maybe put this”) are offered as well. Student NG believes that
editing helps her improve her writing: “I think it makes it a little better, and next time I write I
do it better…and every time I do it, it gets better when I get corrections.” However, Student
NG feels she is an average writer (and assigned herself a rating of 8) and based her judgment
on her ability to spell and use correct punctuation in her work. She also reported that good
writers are “pretty concentrated [sic]” while writing and use a lot of description in their stories.
But unlike the above-average writers in this study who have learned to use daily events as the
foundation for their stories and essays, Student NG believes that having more “adventures”
would help her improve her writing because this would give her more to write about.
Student NG views writing as a necessary academic skill, but she displays only a limited
understanding of the writing process and of the steps she must follow to become a more
proficient writer. Writing mechanics clearly take precedence over development of ideas, and
she has not yet learned how to self-regulate when completing longer writing pieces. Yet
Student NG believes she is a competent writer who can complete required assignments without
difficulty and displays a willingness to change in response to the feedback she receives.
However, lack of planning, difficulties in organization, and less developed vocabulary skills
affect the work she produces in her classes.
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Student BB

There are several similarities between Student BB and Student NG, although Student
BB is best described as a reluctant writer. He is more willing to write when he can write about
his own ideas, but he does not write outside of school settings and does not create time for
writing activities. He believes that writing is important but focused on individual skills as he
described the writing process; “like, you learn to spell when you write… it’s important that you
learn to spell” (BB, Structured interview transcript, 5-10). He also feels that he can learn to
write independently without assistance from others, stating that use of correct punctuation has
helped to make his writing clearer. Student BB also views writing as a way of saving
memories but does not maintain a journal or a diary. Although his laptop is available to him at
school and at home, he rarely uses this for writing activities and does not email teachers,
friends, or family members.
Student BB reported that he does not like to read but recognizes that reading can be
helpful in learning to write. He notes that authors provide models that can be copied:
Like, when you’re reading and, like, the way they describe stuff, and when you’re
writing and you want to describe something, you know how to put it down on a piece of
paper. So when you do read books you can kind of do it like how he does it…like the
author…how he does it.

However, Student BB does not preplan his writing; he is unsure how writers generate ideas and
move through the writing process.
Brief writing samples also suggest that Student BB’s poor writing mechanics affect his
ability to communicate his thoughts to others. When asked to write for 3 minutes in response
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to the story starter, “Maybe animals aren’t supposed to talk but…,” he produced the following
sample:
Maby animals aren’t supost to talk but a human is a animal so animals can talk and so
can a parrot talk and thay can say a lot of things thay are smart and a monky can do
sign language so that is kinda like talking but I think humans are the smartest or a
monkey can be very smart and that is what I think of a animal. (BB 2-10)

His passage shows that he was able to formulate a response to this probe, but his writing lacks
critical punctuation and contains spelling and grammatical errors that affect others’
understanding. Student BB was not given the opportunity to edit his work; however, other
timed and untimed samples of his writing examined during this study are similar.
Consequently, the feedback he receives often addresses missing punctuation, misspellings, and
grammatical errors rather than content or ideas. While his errors are easily corrected, it is not
entirely surprising that he believes that correct spelling and punctuation are the most important
features of good writing because this is what has been emphasized throughout his elementary
school career.
Student BB also believes that he can adapt his writing to different audiences and
purposes but was unable to describe the specific changes needed to accomplish this. However,
he recognized that he might use informal language and sarcasm when addressing friends,
although this would be inappropriate for addressing his teachers. He also stated that he would
use more description when writing about personal experiences and that more facts would be
included in a social studies paper.
Although he often has good ideas, Student BB’s writing lacks organization and
coherence. Despite his efforts, he continues to struggle during writing time and has difficulty
putting his ideas on paper; Student BB focuses on writing mechanics and rarely produces
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anything more than what is required. Although he describes himself as an average writer, he
has not been as successful as his classmates and shows little awareness of how he might
improve his work. Student BB does not perceive that writing is an integrated process that
requires preplanning, composing, editing, and revision, and it is difficult for him to selfregulate as he writes. His limited success has also made him reluctant to write; he does not
enjoy this activity and avoids writing whenever possible. Consequently, he does not practice
the skills he needs to become a better writer and continues to fall behind his classmates in this
area.

Summary

Conversations with the above-average, average, and struggling writers in this study
suggest that attitudes toward writing and writing behaviors are not consistent within each
group. However, there are differences between the behaviors of writers assigned to each
category that clearly affect their feelings about writing, their judgments of their competence,
and their success as writers. Writers in each category are also treated differently by their
teachers, especially with regard to the supports and feedback they receive.
Perhaps the most outstanding characteristic of above-average writers is that they are
willing to put forth whatever effort may be needed to produce high-quality writing pieces.
They approach new assignments as challenges and spend writing time productively.
Consequently, they often earn praise and recognition for their work from their teachers and
peers. Students who are considered above-average writers are also confident writers; they
enjoy time spent writing and create opportunities to practice their skills outside of school
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settings. Although they do not always record their ideas in advance or use organizing tools
when composing, above-average writers have knowledge of the writing process and recognize
that their first attempts may require review, rethinking, and revision.
Several of the above-average writers in this study willingly take risks and may redefine
assignments to fit their personal preferences. However, others are reluctant to do this,
preferring familiar genres and methods that have proven successful in the past. Above-average
writers can demonstrate self-regulation and are open to ideas and suggestions from their
teachers, parents, and peers, although these are viewed critically and may be rejected. Finally,
above-average writers recognize that good writing consists of more than correct punctuation,
spelling, and grammar. They value writing that holds their interest and recognize that
description and word choice help authors convey thoughts to others. Above-average writers
want to share their ideas and connect with their audiences; they have learned that good writing
can be based in their day-to-day experiences and can be adapted to different purposes.
In contrast, average writers display varying attitudes toward writing. While several of
the average writers in this study aspire to improve their writing skills and exhibit behaviors
similar to those of above-average writers, others are less eager and view writing as yet another
task that must be completed periodically throughout the school year. These students rarely
engage in writing activities outside of school environments and do not readily connect reading
with their skills as writers. While they may like novels that are realistic, fast-paced, or
unpredictable, they do not consistently grasp the role of preplanning, organizational tools, and
word choice in creating works of fiction and nonfiction. It is also difficult for many average
writers to understand the role that research may play in their compositions.
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Although they recognize the importance of writing, it is challenging for the average
writers in this study to understand how writing skills might affect their future career choices.
These students view writing as a set of discrete skills that are mastered throughout one’s school
career, but it is challenging for them to integrate skills such as planning, creating first drafts,
editing, revising, and publishing. Instead, the average writers interviewed want to “just write”
and lack appreciation of the hard work necessary to create successful writing pieces. Value is
placed on correct punctuation, spelling, and grammar; however, the larger goal of successfully
sharing thoughts and ideas is sometimes lost. Consequently, these writers lack strategies for
moving through the writing process and have difficulty creating organized, cohesive final
products.
It might be predicted that struggling writers dislike writing, but conversations with the
two struggling writers in this study suggest that this may not be so. Rather, the struggling
writers appear to lack understanding of the writing process and have difficulty describing how
authors move from formulating their ideas to creating finished writing pieces. In many cases, it
is difficult for these writers to find topics of interest within assigned genres, and they struggle
to plan their compositions even when rubrics or other organizing tools are provided. The
struggling writers have difficulty telling their stories and frequently lack the varied and
sophisticated vocabulary of their above-average peers, limiting their word choices as they
write. Because struggling writers may also be below-average readers, they often lack in-depth
exposure to both good and poor writing. These students find it challenging to identify books
they like or dislike and to describe the reasons for their choices.
The struggling writers in this study also appear to be caught in a cycle that limits their
ability to move forward. It is difficult for them to communicate their ideas clearly;
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consequently, the feedback they receive from teachers and peers most often addresses errors in
punctuation, spelling, or grammar. However, changes in organization and structure also may
be needed to help these writers create pieces that make sense. But their less developed selfregulation strategies affect editing skills as well; the struggling writers do not always recognize
how they could improve their pieces and lack the strategies needed to revise their writing
independently. Yet their teachers are often reluctant to make extensive corrections because
they realize the impact of the feedback they provide and do not wish to overwhelm students or
discourage future efforts.
As a result, the struggling writers learn to value the secretarial aspects of writing rather
than the ideas they are presenting. Pieces containing correct punctuation, correct spelling, and
appropriate grammar are considered complete, and they perceive that mastery of these skills
makes a person a good writer. These writers are reluctant to revise their work and find writing
less desirable than other school activities because they recognize their lack of success in this
area. Struggling writers spend less time actively engaged in writing than their peers and may
require interventions and supports that are not always available in general education
classrooms. They have not acquired the prerequisite skills necessary to produce high-quality
written pieces and miss opportunities to practice the skills they need. Consequently, struggling
writers continue to fall behind the above-average and average writers in their classes.
Conversations with the students and teachers who participated in this study show that
fifth-grade classrooms contain many students who engage in behaviors that are characteristic of
successful writers as identified by researchers such as Calkins (1979, 1994), Graham and Harris
(2005a, 2005b), and their colleagues. However, there are also students who have not learned to
write well despite changes in their curriculum, efforts to differentiate instruction, and teacher
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feedback designed to meet individual student needs. While all writers in this study have the
ability to succeed and can demonstrate basic writing skills when spelling, editing, writing
fluency, and writing samples are assessed in isolation, the results of this study indicate that the
ability to integrate these skills into a writing process requires something more. It is apparent
that teachers are not meeting many students’ needs despite their best efforts to do so and that
struggling writers have developed habits and attitudes toward writing that impede progress.
Even an optimal writing model has failed some of the students in this study, suggesting that
merely modeling writing and asking students to learn writing techniques through genre study
and imitation is not sufficient. What, then, do these findings suggest teachers might do to
change instruction to enhance the skills of above-average writers, increase the proficiency of
average writers, and build writing competency for struggling students?

CHAPTER 6

DISCUSSION

Changes in written language instruction and technology have been introduced in urban,
suburban, and rural school districts throughout the United States and in the classrooms selected
for this study in the years since this study began. But it is not yet clear whether these
innovations have produced significant changes in students’ writing performance or are better
preparing them for the expectations of higher education or the workplace. Data obtained from
the 2011 NAEP for eighth- and 12th-grade students (National Center for Education Statistics,
2012) continue to show that just over 25% of students completing high school in the United
States can be considered successful, proficient writers. While restructuring of NAEP’s
instrument makes direct comparisons of the writing skills measured by the 2011 assessment
and earlier NAEP measures difficult, only minimal improvements appear to have occurred
since previous writing assessments administered in 1998, 2002, and 2007 (Persky et al., 2003;
Salahu-Din et al., 2008; U.S. Department of Education, 1999). One student in five still cannot
demonstrate basic writing skills, while 52% of 12th-grade students have only developing or
rudimentary skills.
As writing instruction has changed in classrooms, corresponding changes in test
construction and administration procedures have been made to align NAEP more closely with
current language arts curricula and classroom practices. However, results remain discouraging.
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Differences between students of different races/ethnicities, genders and income levels persist,
and school location continues to affect writing outcomes as well (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2012, pp. 1-3). Many students continue to leave high school poorly prepared for the
writing demands of college and workplace settings and are unable to write for a variety of
audiences and purposes. NAEP results suggest that current research findings are not translating
into classroom practices that effectively build students’ written language skills despite
increased emphasis on the new Common Core (Illinois State Board of Education, 2014),
additional time for writing instruction, and more rigorous measurement of writing proficiency
in elementary, middle, and high school settings.
Through writing, children and adults communicate their ideas to others and allow their
audiences to understand what they have learned. Skilled writers are able to share their thoughts
using techniques and strategies that help their audiences create meaning. However, interviews
with struggling writers during this study confirm earlier findings that these students experience
difficulty with both the secretarial aspects of writing and the writing process. They place undue
emphasis on the development of spelling and grammar skills but cannot successfully integrate
these skills into the writing process. Although they have been instructed in the same
classrooms as their more successful peers, research suggests that struggling writers know less
about composing, writing strategies, and structure of different genres and that they may not
connect writing knowledge with future occupational success (Lin, Monroe, & Troia, 2007;
Saddler & Graham, 2007).
The present study began with four questions about the writing skills of fifth-grade
students. These questions were designed to address differences in the skills, habits, and
practices of writers of differing levels of expertise and to identify the characteristics that
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distinguish good writers from their less proficient peers. Curriculum-based measurements
using AIMSweb materials and administration of selected writing subtests of the WJ-III tests
(Woodcock et al., 2001) suggest that all fifth-grade students in this study had developed basic
writing skills such as knowledge of punctuation, spelling, grammar, and sentence construction;
however, qualitative measures (classroom observations and teacher/student interviews)
included in the study provided richer and more useful data about the classroom behaviors of
fifth-grade students and their teachers in a suburban school district in Illinois during written
language instruction and explored student and teacher attitudes toward writing.
Although quantitative measures failed to identify differences in basic writing skills
among the above-average, average, and struggling writers in this study, it is important to note
that many instruments designed to measure writing proficiency assess individual skills in
isolation. For example, selected subtests of the WJ-III (Woodcock et al., 2001) required
students to spell words, generate short sentences, or find errors in single sentences. The
standard scores obtained on these measures showed that all writers in this study possessed these
skills, although many fifth-grade students do not. However, examination of brief writing
samples and longer writing assignments showed that the struggling writers experienced
difficulty applying their skills consistently when asked to create longer writing pieces.
Discussions with the teachers who participated in this study suggest that other elements
of the writing process are perceived as more important by the time students have reached fifth
grade and that going beyond the basics is required. Conversations with fifth-grade teachers
suggest that good writers are those who can write for a variety of audiences and purposes and
can use their skills to construct cohesive, well-organized pieces that convey their thoughts
clearly. Good writers at the fifth-grade level use language effectively to activate their readers’
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imaginations; they can paint pictures, tell stories, and create characters that evoke emotional
responses from others. Even their nonfiction pieces were better constructed; these students
were more adept at integrating factual information from multiple sources to describe events or
persuade their readers.
Interviews with student writers who participated in this study suggest that these students
have developed written language skills in ways described by previous researchers such as
Graham, Harris, and their colleagues (for example, Gilbert & Graham, 2010; Graham,
Gillespie, & McKeown, 2012; Graham & Harris, 1997). Students had passed through the
developmental stages suggested by Vygotsky, beginning with learning sound/symbol
relationships, letters of the alphabet, and basic vocabulary and slowly gaining understanding
that words represent objects and actions in their environment. Kindergarten and first-grade
students were taught to construct basic sentences containing nouns and verbs. As they moved
forward into second and third grades, students were encouraged by their teachers to add more
colorful vocabulary to their sentences to build the reader’s interest and were given models to
imitate. Yet less successful writers lacked the vocabulary knowledge of their more proficient
peers. They reported less interest in reading and did not spend any more time than necessary
studying new, more sophisticated, specialized academic vocabulary.
Through modeling and examples from text, older elementary students have been
exposed to a variety of sentence structures and literary devices and have been given
opportunities to incorporate these techniques into their writing pieces. They have been taught
the writing process and have been given rubrics for planning, composing, editing, and revising
their work. However, interviews with above-average, average, and struggling writers show that
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the information students took away from writing lessons differs widely. Consequently,
students’ perceptions of “good writing” and their ideas about composition differ as well.
Although the fifth-grade students in this study were not always aware of the role of their
audiences, they recognized that writing is embedded in a social context. Written products are
influenced by cognition, internal events, and environmental factors that affect daily
performance (see Bandura, 1989b). Knowledge provided by parents, teachers, and peers
clearly contributed to students’ judgments of their competence and was reflected in their
descriptions of themselves as writers. Reciprocity was also noted; results of the present study
suggest that the content of teacher feedback given to individual students was affected by their
judgment of the student’s competence. Struggling writers were most often provided with
feedback about writing mechanics and sentence construction, while more advanced writers
were informed about word choice, sentence structure, and organization of their compositions.
Clearly, the content of teacher feedback helps student writers determine what features of
writing are valued, what aspects should be emphasized, and what “good writing” ought to look
like. Consequently, above-average writers, average writers, and struggling writers have
developed very different ideas about how to complete writing assignments in their fifth-grade
classrooms.

Writing Schema

The fifth-grade teachers included in the present study emphasized that good writing is
clear, cohesive, and conveys the author’s intent: It is well-organized and descriptive, contains
figurative language and elaboration, and provides evidence that students have mastered steps in
the writing process such as planning, composition, editing, and revision. While the district’s
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writing curriculum emphasizes flexibility (the ability to adapt writing for different audiences
and purposes), fifth-grade students are most often expected to demonstrate writing skills as part
of genre studies in their language arts classes. They are not always given opportunities to
choose topics or writing styles independently. Writing assignments may lack relevance to the
curriculum in other subject areas, thus interfering with students’ ability to use writing as a
learning tool. While above-average writers were flexible, could adapt to a variety of writing
assignments, and understood how the writing process could be adjusted to the requirements of
each genre, this task was nearly impossible for struggling writers because their grasp of the
writing process was tenuous, at best.
In the fifth-grade classrooms in this study, new writing units were introduced by
presenting models or examples of specific genres ranging from poetry to fantasy to historical
fiction. Teachers often provided examples from literature (or other media such as radio,
movies, or television) to highlight important features of the genre. On other occasions, time
was spent creating short pieces so that students might observe the writing process for the genre
being studied, in accordance with the writing model suggested by Regie Routman. Through
class discussion, students were provided with opportunities to identify the characteristics of
each genre and brainstorming was used to share thoughts about topics such as character
development or use of descriptive language to build interest. When time permitted,
opportunities to practice writing shorter paragraphs matching the characteristics of specific
genres were provided and collaboration among students was encouraged. Expectations for
longer writing pieces were then presented. Students were asked to compose independently,
although teacher guidance was available during the writing process. Rubrics, checklists, or
graphic organizers were often provided to help students plan their work.
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Once directions were explained, the above-average and average writers in this study
were able to begin their work, either by jotting notes, outlining, or simply beginning to write,
either manually or by using their computers. However, the struggling writers in the study
appeared lost and were unable to move on without teacher assistance. The current study and
past research findings (e.g., Saddler & Graham, 2007; Mason et al., 2011) suggest that less
proficient writers’ lack of background knowledge and less developed understanding of the
writing process underlies this behavior. While struggling fifth-grade writers could often
complete short writing tasks independently and understood that they were supposed to put their
ideas on paper, they were unsure how to structure longer assignments and did not know how to
apply previously taught writing strategies to independent writing assignments in their fifthgrade classrooms. Struggling writers did not see the connections between writing sentences
and composing poems, stories. or essays.
Struggling writers consistently reported that “good writing” consists of producing text
that is grammatically correct and free of errors in spelling and punctuation. Focus,
organization, and a sense of purpose were often missing; these writers were unsure about why
they were writing or what goals they were trying to achieve. In contrast, above-average and
average writers’ schema were more closely aligned with what they had been taught about the
writing process, although several of the average writers in this study had not yet abandoned the
belief that correct punctuation, spelling, and grammar were more important than coherent
presentation of thoughts and ideas. Despite demonstration by their teachers and exposure to
examples of finished products, struggling writers had little idea of the steps that authors
followed to create them, and their ideas about the writing process were often vague, sketchy, or
incomplete. They had difficulty beginning their work and developing their ideas, frequently
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required teacher support, and were less productive than their classmates when writing was
assigned.
Vygotsky noted that learning new tasks is accomplished through a process known as
scaffolding: New learners are supported at each step of complex tasks until they are able to
complete the individual tasks independently; support is gradually withdrawn as students
demonstrate increasing levels of mastery. The Regie Routman instructional method clearly
follows this model, moving from “I do it” to “we do it” to “you do it” (as described by Archer
& Hughes, 2011). This approach assumes that demonstration, guided practice, and increased
opportunities for writing will help developing writers improve their skills and move from
struggling to proficient.
Yet the results of this study show that teachers were asking some students to
demonstrate skills before they were ready or able to do this. Some students had arrived in fifth
grade without the essential understandings needed to become successful writers and will
continue to struggle unless changes are made. These students had not developed necessary
skills because they had been pushed through their language arts curriculum too rapidly and had
not mastered basic steps of the writing process that are necessary before they can move on to
more challenging tasks. Struggling writers had not integrated individual steps into a
meaningful sequence and often became stuck as they attempted to compose longer writing
pieces. They used independent time poorly, and teacher assistance was not always available to
move them forward when obstacles appeared.
Struggling writers also had difficulty maintaining their skills because they had not been
given adequate opportunities for review and practice across the fifth-grade curriculum. These
students do not like writing because they see themselves as less successful writers and are
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aware that they lack skills that they observe among their more proficient classmates (Pajares et
al., 2007). Despite teachers’ efforts to praise struggling writers for their successes, the
feedback they received did not help them to improve skills in the areas in which they are
deficient and has resulted in a significant number of academic casualties even in highperforming school districts. Students who cannot write well in fifth grade often continue to
struggle in middle and high school and find it difficult to succeed in college and in their chosen
careers; it is clear from this study that new interventions and new methods of teaching are
needed to improve student performance in written language across the curriculum.

Implications for Future Research

Although this study was based on a small sample of student writers and their teachers in
a suburban Illinois school district, the findings of the study are largely in agreement with
previously published studies on written language development and effective teaching methods.
Interviews with the students and teachers who participated showed that struggling writers make
different choices than their above-average and average peers and that they lack effective
strategies for completing assigned writing tasks in their fifth-grade classrooms despite exposure
to the same instruction as their more proficient classmates.
An extensive body of research exists about written language instruction for general
education students and students with identified learning disabilities, and educators have
discovered both successful and unsuccessful instructional techniques to improve writing
performance (e.g., Graham & Perin, 2007a; Graham & Sandmel, 2011; Zumbrunn & Krause,
2012). Results of the present study confirm previous findings showing that writing
development follows a predictable sequence. Student writers must learn written language
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mechanics and a series of strategies that comprise the writing process before they can create
coherent products. Writing for specific audiences and purposes follows, as students must learn
to adapt the strategies they have mastered before they can succeed at this task. Fifth-grade
writers must also learn to edit and revise their initial products in order to improve the quality of
their work.
Above-average, average, and struggling writers are at different points on a
developmental continuum, and classroom teachers must provide instruction appropriate to a
variety of student needs. The interviews included in this study provide snapshots of the
methods used by students at different developmental stages to accomplish assigned writing
tasks but suggest other topics that should be explored as well.
The role of feedback emerged as an important factor affecting student success. It was
noted that the content of the feedback provided to students was dependent upon both the pieces
they produced and teacher judgments of their writing skills. Struggling writers most often
received suggestions about writing mechanics and directions, while more advanced students
were assisted with elaboration, paragraph structure, organization, and word choice. The
teachers in this study stated that feedback was individualized and based on their perceptions of
student needs, but it was unclear whether they recognized that constructive feedback could be
used to push students toward more advanced writing goals. The present study’s results also
support earlier findings that feedback affects the judgments students make about their writing.
Yet it was intriguing to note that the average and struggling writers in this study accepted
correction without comment, while above-average writers sometimes questioned or rejected
teacher suggestions.
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Therefore, there is a need for additional study of the content of feedback and its effects
on student writing products. What do teacher comments tell students about the writing process,
and how can feedback be used in more meaningful ways to overcome specific obstacles
impeding the progress of struggling writers? How can feedback be designed more effectively
to improve the quality of writing pieces produced by above-average and average students?
This study also shows that feedback can be reciprocal; writers who were judged as aboveaverage appeared more willing to dismiss teacher suggestions and question teacher competence
when they did not feel that these suggestions would improve the quality of their final products.
Student judgments of teachers’ writing skills were clearly affected by the quality of the
feedback they received; above-average writers viewed feedback more critically and questioned
its usefulness on some occasions. It was also noted that opportunities to discuss revisions were
limited in the classrooms observed in this study; therefore, the use of revision by writers of
differing proficiencies should also be examined more fully in the future.
A third avenue for future research has been created by introduction of the new Common
Core (Illinois State Board of Education, 2014) into elementary and high school classrooms
throughout the country. Although the teachers in this study felt that judgments of the effects of
these standards on their teaching were premature, it has become clear that these new
expectations will require struggling writers to accomplish tasks that are clearly beyond their
present capabilities at all grade levels and that skill gaps between above-average, average, and
struggling writers will likely increase.
If it is expected that kindergarten students will be able to
use a combination of drawing, dictating, and writing to compose opinion pieces in
which they tell a reader the topic or the name of the book they are writing about and

145
state an opinion or preference about the topic or book (e.g., My favorite book is…;
Common Core Standard W.K.1, Illinois State Board of Education, 2014)

and that by fifth grade, the same standard (W.5.1) has been expanded to include writing
“opinion pieces on topics or texts, supporting a point of view with reasons and information,”
additional studies will be needed to discover methods for aligning what is known about writing
development with these expectations. It has already become apparent that some students will
not possess the prerequisite skills and understandings needed for writing success in their
elementary school classrooms and that there will be an increasing demand for research-based
writing interventions at all grade levels as results of new writing assessments emerge.
Researchers will need to reexamine the types of writing tasks that should be taught at
each grade level and how best to teach them, how students should be assessed, and how writing
time can be used most effectively to address the needs of above-average, average, and
struggling writers in elementary and high school classrooms. Student and teacher attitudes
about writing are likely to change once instruction becomes aligned with the Common Core
(Illinois State Board of Education, 2014); monitoring these changes will be vital if educators
wish to improve student performance in the future.

Limitations of the Present Study

The results of the present study have several implications for future written language
instruction; however, several limitations must also be taken into account when interpreting
these findings. First, a single school in an affluent suburban school district was used for this
research. Although this school was the largest in the district, it contained only a small number
of students from diverse ethnic and racial backgrounds. African-American students, Hispanic
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students, and members of other minority populations were not adequately represented, and no
English-language learners participated. Other characteristics of the school, such as income and
education level of families within the district, were also different from other suburban districts
within the county and state, providing opportunities for students that are not available in less
affluent communities. The students in this study had nearly unlimited access to technology
(through personal resources and the Laptops for Learning program) and were expected to use
computers to complete daily classroom assignments and homework. Consequently, the sample
was drawn from a population in which the range of students’ writing ability was more restricted
than might be found in other districts because students had been exposed to literacy activities
and provided with opportunities for enrichment throughout their elementary school years that
were not widely available in other districts. It is also important to note that several students
with less developed writing skills had been referred for special education services in Grades 2,
3, and 4. These students did not choose to participate in the present study, further narrowing
the range of skills of the fifth-grade students sampled.
Although all fifth-grade students within the school were invited to participate in the
study, only 15 volunteers (of a possible 65 students) were willing to take part and obtained
consent from their parents to do so. Only two of the 15 were rated as struggling writers; of the
remaining students, eight were identified as above average, and five were rated as average by
their teachers. Curriculum-based writing samples and a standardized assessment tool were
used in an attempt to corroborate teacher ratings; however, all students demonstrated average to
above-average skills on these measures despite the differences in quality among students that
were evident in longer writing pieces. The small sample size, limited number of struggling
writers, and use of students at a single grade level also limited the generalizability of these
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results. It is also possible that use of alternative teaching strategies would have changed the
outcomes of the study.
No attempt was made to separate students according to their instructors, although the
above-average group and the average group contained students who were taught by each
teacher participant. However, the small number of struggling writers was a limitation in this
regard as well, as it was not possible to determine whether struggling writers in all classrooms
perceived the writing process similarly. Although struggling writers were reluctant to discuss
their work and participate in writing activities not included in their classroom curricula, an
effort should be made to include a larger number of struggling writers in future studies.
Nevertheless, many commonalities were noted among student responses at each proficiency
level, suggesting that the writers in this study shared similar perspectives about the writing
process and about written language instruction in their fifth-grade classrooms regardless of
their assigned teachers. However, additional research is needed to determine whether the
differences found among the above-average, average, and struggling writers in this study would
occur in other settings and the degree to which student comments reflected their teachers’
instructional techniques.

Implications for Practice

Although standardized writing assessments show that struggling writers can
demonstrate mastery of individual writing tasks (such as spelling words correctly or
constructing grammatically correct sentences), the writing process remains confusing and
overwhelming for them. Creating longer writing pieces within specific genres is a daunting
task for these students; they are aware that they must put ideas on paper but lack understanding
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of the purpose for their writing assignments and cannot choose language that will convey their
ideas to others. They cannot integrate the steps of the writing process into a meaningful whole
and have difficulty beginning their assignments even when teacher assistance is provided.
Although their teachers tried to recognize small accomplishments and avoided offering
negative feedback about their compositions, the struggling writers in this study rarely enjoyed
writing independently and were reluctant to share their work with others. They were more
willing to participate when allowed to select their genres and topics but clearly recognized that
they were less successful than their classmates. It is time for teachers to take a long, hard look
at why current instruction is failing nearly 75% of students in American classrooms.
Findings of the present study suggest the need for greater flexibility in written language
curricula to meet student needs. Because of increasing curricular demands, struggling students
were often pushed through writing instruction too rapidly. Necessary scaffolding was
withdrawn before students could complete basic writing tasks independently and were
comfortable working on their own; students were asked to write paragraphs before they had
fully mastered the skills required to write a single sentence. Many students experienced
difficulty learning and understanding the writing process because too many unrelated activities
were required each year. While above-average writers could adapt and were able to discover
commonalities among their writing assignments, finding connections between genres was
extremely challenging for less proficient writers. Although the present study did not contain a
sufficient number of struggling writers to make generalizations about this population,
conversations with students suggest that there is a need for greater differentiation of instruction
in fifth-grade classrooms and that remediation for struggling writers is critical. These writers
need to understand why they are writing and how they can use language effectively to share
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their ideas with others; greater emphasis on vocabulary development should be part of
instruction for all writers as well.
There is also a need for explicit instruction at each step of the writing process. Teachers
need to understand what activities are most challenging and should be able to access effective,
research-based interventions to help students overcome their difficulties. Rather than
bemoaning the fact that some students cannot grasp the writing process, teachers must be
flexible as well. They must back up and reteach missing skills before struggling writers can
move forward and must be willing to abandon planned activities that do not align with student
needs. Conversations with the writers in this study and classroom observations showed that
collaboration is not usually encouraged during longer writing projects. However, advanced
writers use skills and strategies that may be helpful for their struggling peers. Consequently,
group writing activities may allow students to learn from each other and may lead to higher
quality products.
Good instruction is time consuming. But added writing time alone is not sufficient,
especially when use of technology is substituted for direct instruction. The typical activities
observed in fifth-grade classrooms—exposing students to a genre, providing examples,
modeling, allowing opportunities for brainstorming, and asking them to compose
independently—are not well-suited for students who lack basic composition skills and are
reluctant to fully participate in writing activities. Research-based interventions, minilessons
included in curricula such as Writers’ Workshop, or the strategies that are part of SRSD should
be used to provide students with the skills they are lacking, even if modifications of general
education curricula and temporary abandonment of the Common Core (Illinois State Board of
Education, 2014) are required.
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Despite the small sample size, single setting, and single grade level studied, the students
and teachers in the present study recognized that not all instruction is useful, meaningful,
relevant, or effective. Written language instruction must be flexible; a single approach to
instruction and unquestioning adoption of a rigorous set of writing standards designed to
prepare students for the demands of college and careers cannot serve the needs of all students
and will continue to produce writing casualties in elementary and high school classrooms.
Additional interviews with students and teachers in other settings may be useful in determining
the reasons why struggling writers develop writing difficulties and how they can incorporate
the strategies used by more successful writers into their daily writing activities. However, the
present study provided a large body of qualitative data about student and teacher perspectives
of written language instruction and may be useful in designing further studies, designing new
classroom activities, suggesting methods for differentiating instruction, and discovering
additional interventions to improve the performance of fifth-grade writers in the future.
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APPENDIX
STUDENT AND TEACHER INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
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Student Interview Questions
I.

Attitudes toward writing/Opportunities to write
1. How do you feel about writing? Do you enjoy the time you spend writing or do you
dislike it? Why do you think you feel that way?
2. Do you think that writing is important? (What do you plan to do after you graduate
from high school or college? Do you think you will need to write in this career?)
3. What do you like to write about? How often are you allowed to write about this (topic)
in your classroom? Does your usually teacher choose topics for you?
4. Can you tell me about a writing assignment in school that was important to you? Why
was this important?
5. What kind of writing do you like to do best? Can you tell me about other kinds of
writing you do? Do you also do these when you are in school?
6. Tell me about the different places you write and the assignments you have that require
writing (do you write in science, social studies, math or just in English/language arts?)
What are the differences among these assignments? How is writing for science different
from writing for language arts?
7. Do you like to write when you are not in school? Do you keep a journal, diary or online
blog? Do you use email, instant messaging or text messaging?
8. Do you like to read? Tell me about the last book you read, a book you really liked, or a
book you couldn’t stand. How do you think reading helps you to become a better
writer? (Have you ever tried to copy a favorite author or style when you write?)

II.

Students as writers
9. Tell me about good writers – what do they do, how do they get ideas, how do they start
to write?
10. How can you identify the good writers in your class? The average ones? The poor
ones?
11. How would you rate yourself as a writer as compared to your classmates? Do you
consider yourself a good writer, an average writer or a below-average/struggling one?
12. What things about your writing would you like to improve? Do you know how you
might do this? How do you learn to fix the mistakes you make when you write?
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13. What is the hardest part of writing for you? What is easiest for you?
14. How do you plan your compositions? Do you use rubrics, outlines, webs or other tools
to help you organize your ideas? Are you given time lines or assistance in breaking
down your writing assignments?
15. Do you talk to your teacher during your writing period in class? When you talk to your
teacher about writing, what does he/she say to you? Is this helpful?
16. Do other students help you when you write? How? Do you also help them? What do
you do to help other students when they write?
17. Do you use a word processing program when you write? Do you use Spell check or
editing tools? What program(s) do you use? Do you think that using a computer helps
you write?
18. Tell me about something you wrote that you were proud of – what made you pleased
with this piece? (Was it graded, for an assignment, or free writing on your own?)
III.

Classroom writing routines
19. What does your teacher do when he/she teaches writing in class? Are you given
examples? Is there class discussion? Do you ever write in groups or talk to others as
you write? (Is there collaboration?)
20. Do you keep a journal or writing notebook in school? Does your teacher collect this
and write comments or replies?
21. Does your teacher teach vocabulary, grammar or spelling as part of your writing time?
22. If I looked around your classroom during writing time, what would I see? What would
other students be doing? What would your teacher be doing?
23. What happens to your work when you’ve finished writing? Are you given opportunities
to share your work with others or “publish” your final compositions?
24. How many times a week do you have writing? For how long? Is this enough? Would
you like more time or less time? Why?
25. How would you change writing time in your classroom?
26. Do your parents/siblings ever help you with your writing? What do they do to help?
Do you feel that this improves your work? Why?
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Is there anything else you’d like to tell me about writing? Thank you for your time today.
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Teacher Interview Questions
I.

Attitudes toward writing/Opportunities to write
1. Do you feel it is valuable to spend time teaching students to write in your classroom?
Why? How important is this when compared to other material that must be taught?
2. How do you personally feel about writing? Is it something that has been useful to you
in your career, or have you found that other subjects/course materials have been more
important during your teaching career? (What, specifically, has been more valuable?
Why?)
3. Do you keep a journal, maintain a website or blog, or use email to communicate with
students, parents and peers? Do you consider yourself a good writer, an average
writer or a poor one when compared with your colleagues and other adults? Why do
you rate yourself this way?
4. When writing is assigned in your classroom, do you usually provide student topics or
are students permitted to make their own choices? What is the balance between these
options in your classroom? (e.g., 50/50, 90/10, etc.)
5. Tell me about the different kinds (genres) of writing assignments that students
complete in your classroom throughout the year. What types of organizational tools
do you provide to students for writing? (PROBE: Do you use models, rubrics,
outlines, webs or other organizational tools for writing? Anything else?)
6. Are students given specific writing assignments for homework? What kinds of
assignments? How often is writing assigned? About how many major writing
projects do students complete in your classroom during the school year?
7. Who determines your writing curriculum? Are you given choices, or are topics to be
covered predetermined at the district, department or team level? Who selects the
genres that will be covered in your room throughout the year and the time that will be
spent teaching each unit? Is there a particular methodology that is followed (e.g.,
Writers’ Workshop or 6 Traits + 1)? Can this be modified, depending upon student
response?
8. How are you using the Regie Routman program, and what do you like/dislike about
it?
9. How do you feel that standardized testing (e.g., MAP testing and ISAT testing) affects
your curriculum and the amount of time spent on specific topics in your classroom?
Do you feel that you “teach to the test” at any time during the year?
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10. Would you change the way writing has been taught in your classroom if you had the
opportunity to do so? In what ways?
II.

Writing routines

11. Are students given examples of good or poor writing before beginning assignments
independently?
12. Do students in your class keep a journal or writing notebook? Are these interactive?
(Do you collect them & provide feedback for your students?)
13. Do you teach vocabulary, grammar and/or spelling as part of your writing time? How
often?
14. How often are students in your class given opportunities to write? Do you feel this is
enough time? Would you like more/less writing time? Why?
15. If I observed your classroom during writing time, what would I see? What would
your students be doing? What would you be doing? Do you hold conferences with
individual students as other students work independently?
16. Do students in your class work collaboratively when they write? Are students
encouraged to assist other students? In what ways?
17. Are students encouraged to add charts, diagrams, illustrations or other materials to
their writing projects when appropriate? (Optional question)
18. What happens to completed assignments? Are students given opportunities to
“publish” their final compositions or share their work with others? How often?
(Optional question)
19. Are students encouraged to seek assistance from their parents or other family
members when completing writing assignments? Are they encouraged to share their
drafts with family members? What can family members do to help your students
improve their writing?
III.

Students as writers

20. What criteria do you use to identify the good writers in your classes? The average
writers? The poor writers? Do you differentiate instruction for writers with varying
skills? How is this done?
21. Do you know how your students rate themselves as writers? Have you ever asked
your students about their attitudes toward writing? What information has this given
you, and has it affected your teaching in any way? (Optional question)
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22. What kinds of feedback do you give to students about their writing when you correct
their work? Do you think this feedback differs for good, average and poor writers?
What do you emphasize with good writers? Average ones? Struggling ones? How
often is feedback provided? Are students given examples of how they might improve
their writing?
23. Are students in your classroom given opportunities to self-correct or edit their work?
What are your expectations for final drafts? How do you grade the finished products?
24. Are students encouraged to use a computer with word-processing software when they
write? Do they use organizational programs or editing tools to improve their work?
25. What have you found to be the most difficult part of writing for your students?
26. Is good writing recognized in your classroom? How? Do you believe that this
recognition has helped students improve their writing? (How? What have you
observed?)
Is there anything else you’d like to tell me about writing instruction in your classroom? Thank
you for your time today.
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Supplementary Teacher Questions
Following adoption of the Common Core State Standards for Reading/Language Arts in
2011-2012 (Illinois State Board of Education, 2014), two additional questions were added to
the Teacher Interview and were discussed with the three teacher participants in this study.
These questions were as follows:
1. How has the change to “Common Core” language arts standards affected your
teaching methods?
2. How do you feel that these changes may affect student outcomes?

